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ABSTRACT
Conversational Leadership Behaviors of Exemplary Unified School District
Superintendents
by Jacqueline A. Cardenas
Purpose: The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) 4 elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Methodology: This study utilized a qualitative phenomenological inquiry methodology
to study the behaviors of 10 unified school district superintendents in Southern
California. Semistructured interviews followed a peer researcher-developed guide and
were used in conjunction with observations and artifacts to learn about the lived
experiences and perspectives of conversational leadership. Data collection and analysis
was facilitated by NVivo software to identify patterns related to behaviors exemplary
superintendents practiced as leaders in their organizations.
Findings: Close analysis of data from interviews, observations, and artifacts yielded 19
themes and a total of 1,525 frequencies for the elements of conversational leadership.
Nine conversational leadership key findings were identified to represent how exemplary
unified school district superintendents lead their organizations using the 4 elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Conclusions: Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) 4 elements of conversational leadership
were used as the framework to describe the lived experiences of exemplary unified
school district superintendents who lead their organizations through conversation. Based
on the data, 4 conclusions were drawn. Unified school district superintendents who
vii

demonstrate conversational leadership (a) are committed to fostering effective
relationships by engaging others in honest and authentic conversations to build trust, (b)
promote conversational interactivity to communicate with transparency and engage
others in two-way dialogue, (c) trust organizational members to have meaningful
engagement opportunities and communicate the shared organizational goals, and (d)
guide purpose-driven actions to support organizational goals by providing timely,
targeted information through multiple venues.
Recommendations: Further research is recommended to study the differences between
male and female superintendents on conversational leadership utilizing the elements of
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Knowing that consistency in
leadership is important to any organization, it is recommended to conduct a study to
determine whether there is a correlation between superintendents who practice
conversational leadership strategies and the length of time they remain in an assignment
in a district.
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PREFACE
Following discussions and considerations regarding the opportunity to study
Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) conversational leadership in multiple types of
organizations, four faculty researchers and 12 doctoral students discovered a common
interest in exploring the ways exemplary leaders practice conversational leadership using
the elements of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. This resulted in a
thematic study conducted by a research team of 12 doctoral students.
This phenomenological research was designed with a focus on the behaviors of
top executives in education as they practice to lead their organizations through
conversation. Exemplary leaders were selected by the team from various public, forprofit, and nonprofit organizations to examine the behaviors these professionals used.
Each researcher interviewed 10 highly successful professionals to describe how they led
their organizations through conversation using each of the four elements outlined in Talk,
Inc. by authors Groysberg and Slind (2012b). To ensure thematic consistency, the team
cocreated the purpose statement, research questions, definitions, interview questions, and
study procedures. The team agreed that for the purpose of increased validity, data
collection would involve method triangulation and would include interviews,
observations, and artifacts.
Throughout the study, the term peer researchers is used to refer to the other
researchers who conducted this thematic study. The researcher and her fellow doctoral
students and peer researchers studied exemplary leaders in the following fields: Nikki
Salas, city managers; Christopher Powell, elementary principals; Lisa Paisley,
educational services assistant superintendents; Kristin Brogan-Baranski, elementary

xv

superintendents; Jennifer LaBounty, community college presidents; Robert Harris, high
school principals; John Ashby, middle school principals; Tammie Castillo Shiffer,
regional directors of migrant education; Cladonda Lamela, chief nursing officers; Vincent
Plair, municipal police chiefs and sheriffs; Qiana O’Leary, nonprofit executive directors;
and this researcher studied unified school district superintendents.
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) is a
unique forum where the governments of 72 nations and regions worldwide with market
economies work with each other to support economic growth, prosperity, and sustainable
development (OECD, 2016). The United States ranks 31st among the 35 industrialized
nation members of the OECD and attained this dubious ranking based on the results of
the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA; Barshay, 2016, para. 1). In
2015, achievement in mathematics fell for two consecutive assessments of United States
high school students (Barshay, 2016). The PISA student assessment is administered
around the world to measure achievement in mathematics, reading, science, collaborative
problem solving, and financial literacy and is intended to gauge what 15-year-old
students know in these content areas (OECD, 2016).
Past U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan recognized reforms in education
were needed as well as what is working to prepare the nation’s children with a quality
education (U.S. Department of Education [USDoE], 2012, para. 3). Duncan explained in
his 2012 cross-country road trip “Education Drives America” that “America’s future is
directly linked to the quality of education that we provide our children, young people and
adults” (para. 3). School superintendents are responsible for every aspect of leading and
transforming districts and schools. The decisions they make ensure students consistently
show academic growth in achievement outcomes (Seltz, Wells, Parker, Johnson, &
Wayne, n.d.).
In order to make their vision come to life, superintendents must be able to
communicate effectively with school administrators, teachers, support staff, and
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stakeholders outside of the realm of schools. Stakeholders include parents, local
businesses (Donahue, 2017; Morrison, 2013; Wyman, 2016) and politicians (Wehling,
2007), school board members (Waters & Marzano, 2006), local media (Wehling, 2007),
and local social and religious groups (Wick, 2007).
As the top leaders in school districts throughout the nation, superintendents play a
significant role in ensuring students become an educated and talented future workforce
(Wyman, 2016). That future workforce will require all students to be proficient in
mathematics, reading comprehension, and technical skills in order to participate in
advanced domestic manufacturing and be at the vanguard of research and design
innovations in America (Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011). Superintendents are the key
to ensuring that the nation’s schools remain at the forefront of the global economy by
providing students with an education that will make them competitive for employment
among other nations (World Economic Forum, 2016).
Superintendents lead public schools in approximately 14,000 school districts
across the nation (“School Superintendency,” n.d.). At the helm of districts, their role is
complex and multifaceted. They are responsible for collaborating with stakeholders in
and out of the district to develop their goals, priorities, and implementation strategies
while working with the school board’s governance team (Waters & Marzano, 2006).
Additionally, the superintendents’ role requires the ability to communicate a profound
vision to transform district functions, nurture relationships with various stakeholder
groups, and problem-solve while simultaneously making decisions that could have an
impact on the best interest of students (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a).
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All school leaders have one thing in common; the vast majority of what they do is
based on conversation with others (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, 2012b). Successful
leaders have great conversations every day and have learned how to advance educational
goals through relationship-building communication (Kowalski, 2015). Conversation is
often overlooked, and yet it is a hugely powerful tool that superintendents have available
to them to create change and improvement.
Background
We are living in a society dominated by change. The technical, economic, and
social evolution has shaped people’s way of living and thinking (Donahue, 2017). The
globalized markets and technical and technological revolutions are transforming the
modern economy into a “knowledge-based society” in which new ways of organizing the
work are governing the world, demanding continuous development of new competencies
to leverage the rapid spread of high-performance technologies, solid knowledge, and
increasing responsibilities (Palacios, 2007). In the society of the future, education will
play the key part in the way of life to address an evolving workforce (Wehling 2007) and
knowledge-based society (Partnership for 21st Century Skills [P21], 2017). Introducing
new learning and teaching techniques into the educational system is a prerequisite for
national cultural success as much as it is also a prerequisite of economic competitiveness.
To fulfill the promise of the 21st century, it is imperative that those who lead our school
systems have the leadership skills to engage all stakeholders in identifying and planning
for this turbulent time. The dramatic changes taking place within the interrelated
economic, political, social, technological, and educational contexts (P21, 2008) must be
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understood and acted on by school superintendents responsible for public schools in
America.
Education
There has been a marked increase in the percentage of the world’s population
receiving an education as evidenced by many young adults being literate and 20% of the
population taking advantage of higher education opportunities (Baker, 2014). An
educated populace has an impact on the global society by infusing new ideas, inventions,
processes, and products that transform the world (Baker, 2014). Higher education
opportunities are important at the national level as well, serving to prepare students for a
successful transition from high school to college and careers as noted in the College and
Career Readiness national standards embedded in kindergarten through 12th-grade
English language arts and literacy, commonly referred to as the Common Core
(Coggshall, 2012). Since superintendents are accountable for ensuring readiness of
students to transition successfully to college and careers, they influence achievement
within the district’s schools by executing high quality instructional programs, holding
staff accountable for providing interventions for struggling students, and directing
funding to ensure schools meet short- and long-range continuous academic growth
targets.
Reforming American education. In 1983 with the publication of A Nation at
Risk, businesses embraced the challenges presented in the report based on marketplace
needs, global economic changes, and lack of workforce-ready high school graduates
(McBeath, Ehrlander, & Reyes, 2007). A national movement ensued for states to adopt
subject area standards and related assessments to monitor student achievement and hold
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districts accountable for students’ performance. Although many states across the nation
had assessment and accountability measures positioned prior to enacting the No Child
Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, business-led pressures prodded the formation of broadbased coalitions to promote school reform (McBeath et al., 2007). NCLB not only set
performance standards for reading, mathematics, and science, it required the
disaggregated reporting of student achievement by student groups to include
ethnic/racial, economically disadvantaged, limited English proficiency, and students with
disabilities (California Department of Education, n.d.-c). Superintendents were
responsible for focusing on increased achievement for all students while ensuring
students from minority groups (P21, 2008) made strides as part of eliminating
achievement gaps under NCLB. NCLB remained in effect until the passage of the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015.
Changing national education policy. The ESSA, signed on December 10, 2015
by President Obama, reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965
and replaced the NCLB Act of 2001 (Martin, 2016). Implementation of the ESSA shifted
a large portion of authority in education to the states and districts and away from the
federal government. Key aspects of ESSA were to ensure states set high college and
career standards, direct resources to academically struggling schools, encourage annual
assessments in each state, and increase access to preschool programs (Sharp, 2016).
Throughout the 2016-17 academic school year, states and districts began the transition to
full implementation of ESSA. As a national education policy, prioritizations within
ESSA included academic quality and equity for students while recognizing the
importance of supporting educators across schools in the United States (USDoE, 2016).
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Preparing Students for the 21st Century Workforce
In support of school reform, Partnership for 21st Century Skills (P21, 2017)
advocates at the local, state, and federal levels to provide tools and resources for 21st
century readiness for all students. Teaching and learning strategies have been targeted
through the P21 Framework for 21st Century Learning that emphasized the inclusion of
critical thinking, creativity, communication, and collaboration (the 4Cs), life and career
skills, and technology skills. Other academic initiatives have been geared toward
science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) because of the nation’s need
to fill science and engineering careers (Dejarnette, 2016). However, preparing students
in academic content areas and technological skills is only part of the equation; being
successful in college and careers requires interpersonal and other soft skills for success.
According to Loup, Kornegay, and Morgan (2017), employers have expressed concern
that new hires lack soft skills such as the ability to communicate, work collaboratively in
a team, listen effectively, adapt swiftly, and interact with a degree of professionalism.
Superintendents have the responsibility for effectively managing and creating systems to
lead educational transformational change efforts needed to prepare students for the 21st
century workforce.
Organizational Learning
Organizational learning is important to leadership because it improves learning in
organizations for renewal and increased performance (Pérez López, Montes Peón, &
Vazquez Ordás, 2005). Although there has been research on results-based leadership in
organizational learning (Y. Berson, Nemanich, Waldman, Galvin, & Keller, 2006; Vera
& Crossan, 2004), there were more differences in the findings because of researchers’
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focus on different aspects of organizational learning phenomena evidenced in the late
1990s. Crossan, Lane, and White (1999) described that the differences in domains
pointed to the lack of junction among the frameworks for organizational learning. For
example, organizational leadership was studied from the information-processing aspect
(Huber, 1991) and from the strategic-renewal perspective (Crossan et al., 1999); strategic
leadership and organizational learning remained disparate fields (Crossan & Hulland,
2002). Crossan et al. (1999) addressed developing intuiting, interpreting, integrating, and
institutionalizing across the individual, group, and organization learning levels, linking
organizational learning as the means to attaining an organization’s strategic renewal. In
contrast to studies in the late 1900s, studies in the 2000s addressed leadership,
organizational success, and conversational leadership. Mazutis and Slawinski (2007)
maintained authentic leadership studies prevalent in the past decade endured at the theory
development stage and lacked scrutiny from the upper echelons’ perspective that centered
on individual differences in executives having an impact on organizational learning.
Additionally, they affirmed authentic leadership capabilities of self-awareness, balanced
processing, self-regulation, and relational transparencies (Avolio & Gardner, 2005;
Gardner, Avolio, & Walumbwa, 2005; Kernis, 2003) were key to facilitating authentic
conversations.
Conversational Leadership
A leader’s ability to communicate effectively and powerfully is an important element of
successful leadership. Leadership development consultants Jack Zenger and Joseph
Folkman (2014) published results of their study on the skills that leaders need to succeed.
They asked more than 330,000 bosses, peers, and subordinates to rank the top four
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competencies from a list of 16 key leadership skills. After working through the results,
Zenger and Folkman developed a ranking of the leadership skills that are most important
for success. These attributes included (a) inspires and motivates, (b) high integrity
and honesty, (c) problem solver, (d) results oriented, (e) communicates powerfully,
(f) builds relationships, (g) technical or professional expertise, (h) strategic perspective,
(i) develops others, (j) and innovates (Zenger & Folkman, 2014). Although powerful
communication was one of the many characteristics studied by Zenger and Folkman
(2014), an earlier study focused on leader’s communication through the lens of
conversational analysis as an approach to leadership (Clifton, 2006). Within this
approach, Clifton (2006) contended conversational practices are what enable leadership
to be accomplished. In a different study, leadership psychology scholars argued that an
individual’s cognitive operations, communication, and social aspects determined
“conversational leadership” (Fairhurst, 2008). Understanding how leaders converse and
the impact their dialogue has on others is important in leadership.
Carolyn Baldwin (as cited in Hurley & Brown, 2010) is credited with coining the
term conversational leadership, defined as “the leader’s intentional use of conversation as
a core process to cultivate collective intelligence needed to create business and social
value” (p. 2). Some researchers contend that leaders’ process-oriented conversation
serves to design dialogue to create the tone and set the direction for shared meaning and
to motivate change (Bowman, 2014; Weber, 2013). Additional research provides leaders
with tools for maintaining a safe two-way dialogue (Patterson, Grenny, McMillan, &
Switzler, 2012). A leader’s ability to lead effectively through conversation fosters trust
and creates the circumstances that bring out the best in everyone (A. S. Berson &
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Stieglitz, 2013). When superintendents demonstrate effective conversational leadership
practices, they can motivate their organizations to change over time by improving
teaching and learning for better student outcomes.
One leadership model specifically stresses how leaders harness the power of an
“organizational conversation” (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a). After extensive interviews
with approximately 150 professional communication experts and top leaders in diverse
organizations, Groysberg and Slind (2012a) confirmed that leaders focused on having a
dynamic and two-way everyday conversation with employees and made strides to
advance dialogue around organizational goals. More specifically, they developed a
model in which leadership is described as an organizational conversation with intimacy,
interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Intimacy. Intimacy can be described as a closeness between two individuals,
enabling them to be close in proximity, close through understanding one another, and
able to build trust through dialogue (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a). In studies that
researched how people inferentially evaluate the level of intimacy between friends, faceto-face interactional ability partly swayed evaluations of intimacy (Kimura, 2015). A
leader’s effort to have face time with employees and remain closely connected to them at
all levels of the organization was important to manage change and was found to build
relationships (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Interactivity. Interactivity is a two-way dialogue and in the organizational setting
is a dynamic process in which leaders talk with employees in lieu of only talking to them
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Patterson et al., 2012). Relationships between individuals
and groups are fostered through dialogue (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Mazutis &
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Slawinski, 2008). Leaders have relied on social media technologies to facilitate
collaboration and promote ongoing communication when face-to-face opportunities have
not been available (Cox & McLeod, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, 2012b).
Inclusion. Conversational inclusion invites all participants to share ideas that
contribute to creating the context used to tell an organization’s internal and external story
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). By reviewing social inclusion policies in organizations,
communication challenges can be identified and remedied because of the unique and
diverse linguistic and cultural make-up of employees (Musgrave & Bradshaw, 2014).
The leader’s commitment to include all employees in the work setting sets a collegial
tone around conversation.
Intentionality. Conversational intentionality is used to direct conversation that is
in alignment with strategic desired outcomes of a company with many voices adding to
the conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a). Groysberg and Slind (2012a) identified
intentionality as a way for leaders to facilitate employees’ convergence on a single
company vision. This closely echoes the framework focused on leaders’ conversations to
generate, sustain, focus, and accomplish change by viewing change as a conversationbased and communication-driven phenomenon (Ford & Ford, 1995). Intentionality in
conversations with employees is a way to further purposeful dialogue about the
organization’s mission.
Role of the Superintendent in Conversational Leadership
Superintendents work with individuals and groups while dealing with rapid
change and challenges in their organization in order to lead. Building and mobilizing
effective and productive teams by viewing leadership as a relationship is an attribute of
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an exemplary leader (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). Employees’ capacities and motivations
are influenced by the direct experiences they have with those in leadership roles (Lord &
Maher, 1993) and the organizational context in which they work (Rowan, 1996). As the
district’s leader and a role model for others, superintendents need to be astute
communicators, training others on the relational aspects of working together that can be
achieved by promoting conversational capacity (Weber, 2013). The benefits of working
with a team with elevated conversational capacity is the ability to center on learning and
the completion of quality work even when confronting challenges (Weber, 2013). Clear
and compelling conversation drives motivation and focus in the workplace.
Gaps in Conversational Leadership Research
Many studies reference conversation in organizations as a means of developing
employee trust, interactivity, and engagement (Barge, 2014; Bowman, 2014; Glaser,
2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b); however, the need exists to better understand the
behaviors exemplary leaders practice to lead through conversation. New studies may fill
the chasms that exist in three distinct areas to add to the body of research related to
conversation in the workplace, leadership, and conversational leadership. First, research
may identify leaders’ actions and mechanisms that affect organizational learning through
dialogue (Vera & Crossan, 2004). Second, conversational methods used to empower
learning at the individual, group, and organizational level could be isolated (Mazutis &
Slawinski, 2007). Finally, there is a need to identify the behaviors that exemplary
superintendents practice to lead through conversational leadership, and only one study
exists on this topic.
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Research Problem
Dash, Satpathy, and Kumar Dash (2018) stressed that communication determines
the success or failure of organizations. Communication is more than what leaders do to
exchange words; it involves people’s emotions and intentions (Dash et al., 2018). There
is considerable evidence illustrating that companies with effective communication
strategies are successful while those with poor internal communications tend to flounder
(Tourish & Hargie, 2004).
Superintendents are faced each day with a wide array of problems and conflicts.
They serve as the chief executive officer (CEO) and leader of a complex organization that
has many competing interests. They interface with board members, community
members, parents, teachers, and students, and their position is political. Conversation,
problem solving, and conflict management are aspects of what they undertake as leaders
daily. The communication abilities of leaders have a significant impact on the motivation
that employees feel they need to do a good job at work (Hall & Nyman, 2004). Hall and
Nyman (2004) asserted that when communication is vibrant in the workplace, employees
are more productive, feel the freedom to be more creative, and rely more on their
inspiration to drive them. When communication breaks down, the amount of enthusiasm
plummets because employees question the value of their assignments (Glaser, 2014).
The same is true of school superintendents who are responsible for entire school systems
and for school principals responsible for individual school sites. The leaders’ failure to
successfully engage in one-on-one and team conversations that bring out the best in
others affects the work culture and can inhibit organizational transformation (Glaser,
2014).
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Conversation is becoming more recognized for its role in organizational change
(Nichols, 2012). Change initiatives that are stifled in a district and its schools have the
potential to have a negative impact on student learning in the classroom (Honig & Louis,
2007). Communicating well is critical for superintendents who lead in California’s 1,026
school districts across the state (California Department of Education, n.d.-b). Yet from
the superintendents’ perspective, research is limited in the educational field in how to
lead through conversation (Nichols, 2012).
Researchers have also surmised that dynamics between people engaged in
conversation motivate relational outcomes (Fairhurst, as cited in Jian, Shi, & Dalisay,
2014). However, Jian et al. (2014) argued more quantitative measures related to
conversational processes and interactions between leaders and members is needed to
provide an understanding of relationships and organizational dynamics. Even with
various social approaches to leadership (Ospina & Sorensen, 2006), few studies have
explored how leaders create understanding through language.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Research Questions
Central Research Question
What are the behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents
practice to lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s
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(2012b) four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality)?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of intimacy?
2. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of interactivity?
3. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of inclusion?
4. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of intentionality?
Significance of the Problem
The superintendent must respond to the demands of many constituent groups in
the district: teachers, students, parents, staff, and the community at large. The
superintendent must direct the allocation of finances and human resources within the
district in order to achieve the best results. While being mindful of all the competing
demands, an exemplar superintendent will ultimately be guided by a singular question:
What is best for all students? With so many responsibilities contingent upon decisions
superintendents make, they also must include the development, implementation,
monitoring, and refinement of the instructional practices and conditions of their district’s
learning community (Dickson & Mitchell, 2014). Superintendents must carefully craft
and deliver their message to achieve the greatest impact. Oftentimes, superintendents
lead in districts where they are unable to select the leaders who comprise the leadership
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team serving alongside them, nonetheless, they are required to apply creative and
compelling ways to inspire others and align behaviors to the district’s vision and
priorities. Additionally, superintendents do not have a say in selecting their bosses, the
members of the board, and must communicate effectively with them. Although
communication may appear simplistic in terms of writing a memo, delivering a speech,
sending e-mails, or unintentionally conveying a message by failing to communicate,
superintendents are perceived as the lead communicator (Ascough, 2010). As the head of
their organization and lead communicator, superintendents need to influence and work
successfully with stakeholders inside and outside of the organization, mitigate conflict,
and lead through conversation.
Few leaders understand the vital role conversation plays in company culture and
suffer the consequences of unhealthy conversations that are the origin of distrust,
duplicity, disloyalty, and avoidance, ultimately inhibiting production and innovation
(Glaser, 2014). According to Weber (2013), research indicates 90% of strategic
initiatives fail to achieve the proposed outcomes, and although the executives feel the
correct strategies are set, only a small fraction believe they are implementing them
successfully. There is a need for leaders to effectively and purposefully interact with
individuals and teams. The exemplary leaders who can lead through conversation to
unite people and ignite work are in great demand (Kouzes & Posner, 2012).
This study can bring current perspectives of exemplary superintendents to the
body of literature, knowledge base, and professionals in this field. The findings may
support new superintendents in their leadership role and inform the content of leadership
articles that are published by administrative organizations. Because the information
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contains current input from superintendents, their view of how conversational leadership
has helped them be more powerful can inform professionals of the value of
communication that is intentional in nature and can be used to certain ends. The study
results will inform the field of conversational leadership and the supervisor preparation
field. In the field of supervisor preparation, professionals could use the results to learn
how important the field of conversational leadership is to their success in creating a
collective effort and buy-in among stakeholders to meet goals of creating an effective,
collaborative, district culture that is focused on a vision to increase student success in the
21st century workforce and as informed citizens (P21, 2008).
The broader communities benefit from this study because children from these
communities will be the workforce and citizenry that move into their place as educated
adults. Conversational leadership is important in the organization and community
because leaders converse with policy makers and businesses to meet real-life demands
(Brown & Isaacs, 2005). They may help determine what is needed for future
employment opportunities and which careers will create a demand for personnel.
Communities benefit when their citizens have an education that leads to trade schools or
college so the communities can grow, which occurs when a leader can communicate a
vision, focus, and goals to all stakeholders in the wider community.
This study will augment literature to describe the behaviors that exemplary
unified school district superintendents practice to lead their organization through
conversation. Superintendents across the nation will be able to reference and utilize the
conversational leadership behaviors described in the study to transform relationships with
district stakeholders to achieve academic growth targets for students and attain
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organizational goals. Additionally, the results of this study can be used by professional
organizations, school boards, professional development providers, and university faculty
to aid in the development of training modules to build conversational leadership skills.
Definitions
Terms and definitions for this study are provided in this section. Theoretical
definitions are discipline specific and situated in research to provide meaning and
context. Operational definitions clarify the terms related to the study. Definitions were
established collaboratively by the team of peer researchers participating in the thematic
dissertation on conversational leadership.
Behavior. An action, activity, or process that can be observed or measured
(Dainton & Zelley, 2005; Griffin, 2012; West & Turner, 2010).
Exemplary—Operational definition. Exemplary leaders are defined as those
who are set apart from peers by exhibiting at least four of the following characteristics:
1. evidence of successful relationships with followers;
2. evidence of leading a successful organization;
3. a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
4. articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
5. recognition from peers; and
6. membership in professional associations in their field.
Exemplary—Theoretical definition. Someone set apart from peers in a supreme
manner; suitable behavior, principles, or intentions that can be copied (Goodwin, Piazza,
& Rozin, 2014).
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Inclusion. The commitment to the process of engaging members of the
organization to share ideas and participate in the development of the organization
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & Brown, 2010).
Intentionality. Ensuring clarity of purpose that includes goals and direction to
create order and meaning (Barge, 1985; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, 2012b; Men, 2012).
Interactivity. “Bilateral or multilateral exchange of comments and ideas, a backand-forth process” (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b, p. 64).
Intimacy. The closeness, trust, and familiarity created between people through
shared experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge (Glaser, 2014;
Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Schwarz, 2011).
Delimitations
This study was delimited to 10 exemplary unified school district superintendents
in Southern California. For this study, exemplary superintendents were defined as
leaders who set themselves apart from peers by exhibiting a minimum of four of the
following criteria:
1. evidence of successful relationships with followers;
2. evidence of leading a successful organization;
3. a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
4. articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
5. recognition from peers; and
6. membership in professional associations in their field.
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Organization of the Study
This study is organized into five chapters, references, and appendices. Chapter I
provided an introduction to the role of the superintendent and the context for school
leadership; introduced conversational leadership; and provided the study’s research
statement, research questions, purpose, significance, and delimitations. Chapter II
presents a review of the literature related to the history and theoretical considerations for
organizational communication, leadership, conversational leadership, and the role of the
superintendent in organizational communication. Chapter III centers on the study’s
research design, methodology, type of data analysis, and limitations. Chapter IV presents
the research findings based on data collected and analysis of the data from this study’s
findings. Chapter V presents a summation of the study, extends conclusions, and
provides recommendations to advance research on this topic.
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Chapter II provides a broad review of the literature and is organized into five
sections. Section I of the review addresses the importance and relevance of leadership
and conversation as elements of our changing world. Section 2 presents the historical
and theoretical considerations of conversational leadership utilized to situate the research
study through leadership theory and communication theory prior to describing the
proposed theory of conversational leadership. Section 3 presents the elements of
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Section 4 reports the role of the
superintendent. Section 5 concludes the chapter with a summary of the key practices
used to support organizational communication from the review of literature, providing
implications for leadership today based on what is known and providing
recommendations for further research on the topic.
Our Changing World
Changes in the world around us are communicated instantaneously through radio,
television, the Internet, and personal technologies. The immediacy of these current
events has an impact on the global marketplace and affect people in interrelated
economic, political, social, technological, and ecological ways (Friedman, 2005).
Information that is relayed may serve to inspire hope or create fear, especially in light of
the fast-paced changes in which the world may appear as a singular chaotic system
(Harper & Leicht, 2011). Adding to the global complexity of change and the unknown is
the uncertainty it creates in its wake. To demonstrate, Americans have not successfully
found ways to respond to some of the biggest challenges over the past 2 decades, namely
education, financial shortfalls, and energy and climate change (Friedman & Mandelbaum,

20

2011). The interrelatedness of the nation to the changing world creates uncertainty not
only for individuals, but it also has an impact and creates uncertainty within
organizations.
Leaders of 21st century postindustrial organizations must respond differently to
their employees’ needs than their predecessors who led workers in the 20th century
Industrial Age or Knowledge Age (“The Knowledge Age,” n.d.). In fact, the “American
leadership models of the past” are no longer relevant because of rapid change and the
evolution of employees where leadership needs changed over time (Barton, Grant, &
Horn, 2012; Crowley, 2011; Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011). The organizational shift
to less hierarchical structures in companies necessitates employee engagement so
employees create value in the work they do and communicate from the bottom up and
laterally across organizations (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). This flattening of
organizational hierarchical structures serves to level the playing field for employees in
terms of leadership and communication.
Employee Engagement in the Organization
Because change is prevalent and accelerating, organizations that are successful
will depend on how well leaders lead change initiatives and manage the flow of
information to engage employees of the organization to inspire greater work-related
creativity for a brighter organizational future (Ackerman Anderson & Anderson, 2010;
Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). What employees require to successfully engage in the
workplace and counteract burnout is to collaboratively create action steps that contribute
to transformational change (Ackerman Anderson & Anderson, 2010). Cocreating actions
to attain goals is one way to engage employees while connecting with them on a personal
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level is another strategy. For instance, leaders who “lead from the heart” by being
attuned to employees’ needs demonstrate a connection with them and have the highest
employee engagement, especially when they foster personal relationships and create
cohesive teams (Crowley, 2011). Leaders may also engage employees by creating
conditions that value experimentation and innovation that may lead to improvements in
processes and productivity yielding positive outcomes (Kouzes & Posner, 2012).
Without employee engagement, change efforts are costly and fail to attain intended
organizational outcomes (Ackerman Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Kaplan & Norton,
2001; Kompaso & Sridevi, 2010). Conversations influence the extent to which people
feel connected and choose to engage in activities that benefit relationships and success
(Glaser, 2014).
Impact of Leaders’ Communication
According to Hackman and Johnson (2013), leadership is rooted in
communication, with effective leadership dependent upon skillful communication in
interactions with others. Distrust, lack of loyalty, and duplicity stem from detrimental
conversations that inhibit productivity (Glaser, 2014). Leaders’ interactions with
individuals experiencing disagreements in emotionally charged, high stakes matters are
the cause of most problems (Patterson et al., 2012). Creating and preserving effective
relationships is critical for transformational organizational development (Ackerman
Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). When individual and group
thoughts and actions become part of how the organization is run, organizational learning
is achieved (Crossan et al., 1999; Vera & Crossan, 2004). Leaders who are successful at
engaging employees through conversation are able to build trust to achieve organizational
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goals (A. S. Berson & Stieglitz, 2013; Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Kouzes
& Posner, 2012). Learning to foster trust, maintain relationships, and dialogue
effectively strengthens a leader’s ability to lead. However, what is lacking in research
studies is the identification of precise actions or processes of transformational leaders that
enables them to have a successful effect on organizational learning so that
transformational change can occur (Vera & Crossan, 2004). A better understanding is
needed of how exemplary leaders engage employees in the workplace through
communication to meet the ongoing challenges of the changing landscape of
organizational communication.
Theoretical Foundations
Conversational leadership is an emergent field that has received acknowledgment
for its role in leadership and the leader’s ability to bring about organizational change
(Nichols, 2012). The term “conversational leadership” was coined and defined by
Carolyn Baldwin (as cited in Hurley & Brown, 2010) as “the leader’s intentional use of
conversation as a core process to cultivate collective intelligence needed to create
business and social value” (p. 2). Leadership can be described as a particular mode of
human communication with communication process models that can be traced back over
2,000 years to ancient Greek orators (Hackman & Johnson, 2013). In fact, Hackman and
Johnson (2013) asserted that leadership is grounded in communication in which both
leadership and communication use symbols to create reality, are used to share
information about the past, present, and future, and deliberately use symbols to achieve
intended objectives (Hackman & Johnson, 2013). Many studies reference the importance
of a leader’s organizational conversations as a means of developing employee trust,

23

interactivity, and engagement (Barge, 2014; Bowman, 2014). Research that follows will
review authors’ findings related to leadership theories and communication theories that
provide foundational elements to conversational leadership.
Leadership Theory
Experts from different fields over time, including scholars such as Confucius,
Plato, and Machiavelli, have endeavored to understand leadership and identify how
people lead one another (Bass & Stogdill, 1990). Leadership can be described as a
process by which an individual works to influence other members in a group to work
toward attainment of a common goal (Greenberg & Baron, 1997). Leadership is an
attribute linked to the human experience, and where society exists, so does leadership,
whether in rural tribal cultures or in contemporary industrialized countries (Hackman &
Johnson, 2013). James MacGregor Burns (1978) is credited with founding contemporary
studies in leadership contending that “leadership is one of the most observed and least
understood phenomena on Earth” (p. 2). Researching the definition of leadership, Joseph
Rost (as cited in Hackman & Johnson, 2013) identified 221 definitions published in
books and articles between 1900 and 1990. Hackman and Johnson (2013) believed the
number has doubled since Rost’s count in the early 1990s. Although leadership is a
phenomenon that differs vastly in different situations and by individuals, Hackman and
Johnson revealed four recurring themes in leadership definitions to include that
leadership is about who you are, what you do, how you act, and how you work with
others (Hackman & Johnson, 2013). Thorough and extensive research to understand
leadership yielded four main theories, identified as command and control, authentic
leadership, transformational leadership, and postheroic leadership.
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Traditional command and control. The style of commanding leaders is to
control the actions of others by expecting instant compliance with orders that are void of
explanation behind the need to act (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002). The
commanding leader anticipates that a follower will drop everything and act expeditiously
as directed. This style of leading, according to Goleman et al. (2002) is characteristic of
maintaining tight controls and may intimidate followers. Although intimidation may lead
followers to act quickly, this strategy may also leave others with a feeling of resentment.
Goleman et al. (2002) stressed that a leader’s commanding communication style has an
impact on the feeling tone of others and may ultimately drive talented employees away
from an organization. Twenty-first century organizations depend upon capable
workforce to exhibit exploration and innovation, made easier through globalization and
aspects of a more connected world (Collar, 2013; Friedman & Mandelbaum, 2011).
Moving away from the hierarchies of traditional command and control that constrain
creativity in the marketplace is a clear need (Collar, 2013).
There are situations, however, where command and control leadership may work
(Barrett, 2014). As an example, Barrett (2014) contended commanding leadership may
work well when an organization in need of a significant turnaround when facing an
impending crisis or when used in the context with a culture where authority is respected
for decision making. Yet, when the leader’s tone is closed, a commanding style may
serve to create distance with followers (Barrett, 2014).
Authentic leadership. Although authentic leadership theory originated in ancient
Greece, George (2010) claimed its modern form developed in the 1960s. Studies in the
late 1900s perceived authentic leadership as they would other leadership theories that
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function within an organization (Yukl, 1998). In the early 2000s, positive organizational
scholarship research focused heavily on authentic leadership at the theory development
phase with few studies being empirically based (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2007). According
to George (2003), the challenges presented in the 21st century required new leadership
with the single most important characteristic for a leader being “authenticity.” This
authenticity is described as the leader being the unique person he or she was created to be
(Avolio & Gardner, 2005; George, 2010). This focus differed from studies that focused
on leadership characteristics in which leadership traits were adopted. Additionally,
specific dimensions of authentic leadership that leaders develop over time include
practicing solid values, establishing enduring relationships, and demonstrating selfdiscipline (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; George, 2010; Luthans & Avolio, 2003). Authentic
leadership centers on the leader revealing his or her genuine self.
An authentic leader is cognizant and reflective of his or her own feelings in
different situations and commits to acting in ways that are consistent with personal
beliefs. More specifically, authentic leadership entails understanding one’s own
emotional and psychological condition and a steadfastness to comporting in a manner that
supports one’s values, convictions, and priorities (Bellin, 2012). The ability to selfmonitor is the mechanism for committing to consistency in actions that support these
values and beliefs (Bellin, 2012; Godino, 2013). Resiliency, optimism, and a sense of
hope are the underpinnings of authentic leadership (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2007). As an
example, resiliency can be demonstrated in the leader’s ability to face adversity and fully
move beyond the challenges to recover equilibrium after stressful events (Woldeyes,
2014). Optimism supports authentic leadership when the leader truly believes that goals
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set forth are attainable for the organization. Finally, hope is a point of view that enables
goal development and attainment. Being self-aware while demonstrating consistency and
resiliency comprise an authentic leader’s routines.
Mazutis and Slawinski (2007) found authentic leadership research to be newly
emerging and extending from positive organizational scholarship. They maintained
authentic leadership studies prevalent in the past decade endured at the theory
development stage and lacked scrutiny from the upper echelons’ perspective that centered
on the individual differences in executives and their impact on organizational learning.
Additionally, they affirmed authentic leadership capabilities of self-awareness and selfregulation and that being transparent in relationships was key in facilitating authentic
conversations (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner et al., 2005; Kernis, 2003). According
to Luthans and Avolio (2003) because authentic leaders were “confident, hopeful,
optimistic, resilient, transparent, moral/ethical, future-oriented, and give priority to
developing associates to be leaders” (p. 243), authentic leadership may foster open
communication for employees in the organization (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2007). The role
of authentic leaders would be to develop other leaders who could create positive working
environments and engage ethically in business endeavors (Cooper, Scandura, &
Schriesheim, 2005).
Transformational leadership. Transformational leadership enables leaders and
followers to cocreate a path to unforeseen organizational results. Transformational
leadership originated with James MacGregor Burns coining the term in 1978 while
referencing political leadership (Burns, 1978). Burns asserted that each leadership
process could be classified as transactional or transforming leadership (Kuhnert & Lewis,
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1987). Transactional leadership referred to the leader approaching another person for the
purpose of making an exchange for something of value whereas transformational
leadership was a symbiotic relationship between leaders and followers that served to
mutually elevate in motivation and morality (Bennis, as cited in Hackman & Johnson,
2013). More specifically, Burns (1978) associated mutual support and shared purpose to
better performance and aspirations for higher ethical behavior, affecting and transforming
both the leader and follower. In subsequent work, Bernard Bass (1985) based his model
of transformational/transactional leadership on the work of Burns. Bass’s model
validated Burns’s transactional and transformational leadership while adding laissez-faire
leadership to complete his three-pronged manner to classify leaders. Transactional
leadership based on Bass’s (1985) model was a leadership style in which the leader
provided rewards in exchange for a follower’s efforts. In contrast, Bass’s
transformational leadership was a leadership style characteristic of the leader’s
encouragement of followers for the purpose of motivating and attaining increasing levels
of organizational performance. Finally, Bass’s (1990) laissez-faire leadership was
characterized by a lack of leadership in which the leader chose not to initiate actions that
met the needs of followers.
Behaviors and traits of transformational leaders. Bass (1990) identified four
ideal behaviors related to transformational leadership that were instrumental in attaining
ascending levels of performance. These behaviors were charisma, inspiration,
intellectual stimulation, and individual consideration. Charismatic leaders gained the
trust and respect of followers, inspired others by communicating high expectations,
intellectually stimulated others by promoting intelligence, and recognized the uniqueness
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of followers while coaching and advising them (Humphreys & Einstein, 2003). Leaders
who utilize transformational leadership traits can achieve unimagined results that exceed
expectations (Ackerman Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Bass, 1990). Specific
transformational leadership traits have been identified to bring about significant
organizational change. Specifically, the transformational leader inspires trust, relates
with others on an individual basis and in group context, provides a clear and compelling
vision, and articulately motivates others to perform at high levels (Barrett, 2014; Bass,
1985). In another transformational leadership model, the organization flourishes under
the transformational leader’s modeling and empowerment of others evidenced in
Figure 1.

Figure 1. Transformational leadership model. From “Transformational Leadership:
Leading Change Through Growth and Empowerment,” by Educational Business Articles,
2016 (https://www.educational-business-articles.com/transformational-leadership/)
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Transformational leadership and communication. Linda Ackerman Anderson
and Dean Anderson (2010) contended that transformational change is the newest type of
organizational change and requires specific leadership skills to transform the culture in
order to release the potential of individuals in the organization to achieve “breakthrough
results.” These breakthrough results are not preconceived and are attained as the
organization’s culture is transformed through the mindsets and behaviors of employees.
The organization’s transformation requires that leaders and followers personally examine
who they are as people within the organization, what they represent, and how they affect
the work environment.
In order for transformational change to occur in the workplace, leaders must
engage followers by interacting with them (Barrett, 2014). Relating well to followers at
the individual and group levels occurs through ongoing opportunities to communicate.
The key to effective organization-wide transformation, according to Barrett, is to have an
impact on followers by communicating effectively. The lack of effective communication
in an organization leaves followers unclear about new ways of thinking and different
ways of working, making it difficult for some employees to readily align their thoughts or
actions with the desired change (Duck, 2001). This may lead followers to feel
disenfranchised and lead them to turn away from taking actions that would support
change. A leader’s “undercommunication” can be cited as one of the major reasons
change efforts are unsuccessful, which makes it necessary for the leader to facilitate
transformation in an organization by providing detailed and thorough communication
(Kotter, 2007).
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Postheroic leadership. Leadership has significantly changed in terms of theory
and practice in recent years (Fletcher, 2004). This can be seen in the latest leadership
models that reflect the knowledge-rich activities of the workplace that extend from the
authoritarian structures of control prevalent in the industrial age (Fletcher, 2004). These
newer models of leadership are commonly referred to as postheroic leadership (Fletcher,
2004). Pearce and Conger (2003) asserted that leadership could be shared or distributed
among members of a group or organization based on need despite the individual’s
predefined role; the leader could also delegate leadership to others. Fletcher (2004)
claimed there were three distinct characteristics of postheroic leadership. The qualities of
postheroic leadership included the following:
1. Leadership as a practice that is both shared and distributed.
2. Leadership as a social process because of its interactive qualities.
3. Leadership as learning that results in attaining organizational outcomes.
The postheroic shared leadership style differs vastly from the heroic model of
leadership. In the heroic model of leadership, the label connotes a celebration and
idealized view of the leader (Pearce & Conger, 2003). This heroic model perpetuates
itself because the leader takes responsibility and behaves in a manner that propagates this
role and affects the behavior of subordinates to not pursue greater responsibility (Nichols,
2012). Dutton (1996) surmised that heroic leaders who were responsible for all of the
decision making and the success of their organization were being overcome by businesses
that moved to a shared leadership model and engaged employees to take ownership at all
levels of the organization.
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Huey and Sookdeo (1994) argued that postheroic leadership challenged corporate
leadership’s definition of leadership for the 21st century. They believed that the power
intrinsic in leadership positions would continue to diminish unless leaders endeavored to
engage in two activities. First, leaders must be able to develop and communicate the aim
of the company. Second, leaders must foster an environment where employees have
opportunities to determine actions and execute them to a high level. This was due to
postheroic leaders’ understanding that they need not solve all of the business challenges
alone, inclusive of tempo, quality, customer service, invention, diversity, and
technological advances (Huey & Sookdeo, 1994). Cohen (as cited in Dutton, 1996)
elaborated that shared responsibility for managing meant sharing ideas, making trade-offs
with coworkers as part of sharing ownership for outcomes, and sharing ideas. Dutton
(1996) similarly determined there was a need for postheroic leaders to share
responsibility and nurture ownership with other employees in an organization. She added
that leaders needed to implement an attainable vision and be able to accept criticism. The
postheroic leader possesses the communication skills to convey the values that mutually
affect the leaders and their coworkers (Cohen, as cited in Dutton, 1996).
Communication Theory
West and Turner (2010) asserted that the fundamental premise of communication
is the capacity to understand one another. Their definition highlights that
“communication is a social process in which individuals employ symbols to establish and
interpret meaning in their environment” (p. 5). Communication is a social process
because people and interactions are involved (Craig, 1999; Schramm, as cited in West &
Turner, 2010). This definition further assumes that communication is a process because
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of its ongoing nature and its complexity for meaning making. Communication is also
described as symbolic because words act as symbols representing things or ideas.
Importantly, West and Turner (2010) specified that these labels attributed to a
phenomenon that may take verbal or nonverbal forms and may take place in a person or
as mediated communication such as via e-mail and venues for social networking.
Meaning is the focal point in West and Tuner’s definition of communication and refers to
“what people extract from a message” (p. 7). Finally, environment in the definition
denotes the time, place, relationship, and cultural backgrounds for the particular situation
in which the communication happens. These five terms—social, process, symbols,
meaning, and environment—are essential in West and Turner’s definition of
communication.
The linear model of communication. Shannon and Weaver (1949) were the first
to explain the linear quality of communication, commonly referred to as communication
theory. The process was considered linear because of its one-way directionality from a
source such as the radio or telephone to a receiver through a channel. Because the
receiver in their model was the one who made sense of a communication, various noises
complicated the words, sounds, actions, or motions associated with an interaction. They
delineated the noises as semantic, physical, psychological, and physiological as seen in
Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Linear model of communication. Reproduced from “Models of
Communication: Types of Communication Model,” by Businesstopia, n.d.
(https://www.businesstopia.net/communication)
The interaction model of communication. Schramm (1954) expanded on the
linear model of communication. He suggested that the relationship between the sender
and receiver be considered as a two-way process between individuals because not only
did the communication go from sender to receiver, but it also went from the receiver to
the sender. He observed communication as a dynamic process whereby feedback with or
void of intent, whether verbal or nonverbal, was necessary in the interactional model as
illustrated in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Interactional model of communication. Reproduced from “Models of
Communication: Types of Communication Model,” by Businesstopia, n.d.
(https://www.businesstopia.net/communication)
The transactional model of communication. The transactional model of
communication, hypothesized by Barnlund (1970), pertained to sending and receiving
messages simultaneously in a circular process. Barnlund (1970) perceived
communication to be a continuous process of meanings that evolved “with the physical
world, or with other human beings” (p. 48). Further, Barnlund stressed that
communication was dynamic, unrepeatable, irreversible, and complex. Significantly,
people build meaning that is shared in the transactional model of communication because
the sender and receiver both account for the effect and how effective the message is,
which is influenced by individual experiences (West & Turner, 2010). The transactional
model is presented in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Transactional model of communication. Reproduced from “Models of
Communication: Types of Communication Model,” by Businesstopia, n.d.
(https://www.businesstopia.net/communication)
Communication models in the 21st century. Models of communication do not
suit all purposes (McQuail & Windahl, 2015). In fact, social networking sites require
communication models to consider the ramifications of technology in the future (West &
Turner, 2010). The most popular platforms for social media are Facebook, Twitter,
Pinterest, Instagram, and LinkedIn based on surveys conducted by the Pew Research
Center from 2012 through 2016 (Smith & Anderson, 2018). Research from the Pew
Research Center also concluded that young adults were the earliest adopters of social
media, outnumbering older adults with the percentage of older adult use increasing in
recent years.
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Theoretical Framework of Conversational Leadership
The theoretical framework used by all eight peer researchers in this thematic
study was Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four principles of conversational leadership.
Groysberg and Slind (2012b) defined four principles of conversational leadership that
effective leaders utilize to harness high levels of employee engagement that are aligned to
an organization’s strategic goals. These four principles of conversational leadership
include intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Intimacy is described as the
leader’s efforts to remain closely connected to employees at all levels of the organization
to manage change whereas interactivity describes the two-way dynamic dialogue between
leaders and employees. Additionally, inclusion as a leadership practice entails inviting
all participants in an organization to contribute meaningfully in conversations to improve
the organization. Finally, intentionality in a leader’s organizational conversations relates
to maintaining focus on strategic alignment. Used together as part of key characteristics
of conversation, these four elements serve to convert dialogue into objective-related
actions to achieve outcomes (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). A conversational leader’s
ability to move innately beyond managing responsibilities and tasks places a focus on
employees’ experiences by exhibiting humanistic qualities of leadership (Gambetti &
Biraghi, 2015).
Elements of Conversational Leadership
Groysberg and Slind (2012b) identified organizational conversation as a new
source of power in organizations that takes the form of an ordinary conversation between
two individuals. The idea is predicated on the understanding of effective and successful
small businesses being able to be run differently from larger organizations because of
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their “size,” “structure,” “participation,” and “focus” (p. 3). Leaders in a small company
who are engaged in a vigorous conversation, according to Groysberg and Slind (2012b),
experience an intimate and small-scale conversational practice, engage in a vibrant and
interactive conversation, participate equally and with inclusivity, and hold an intentional
and concentrated conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). When there is a greater
sense of trust, higher employee engagement, stronger alignment between levels of the
organization, and better organizational outcomes, they result from the leader’s ability to
work closely with employees (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Weber, 2013).
Replicating the practices of a small company, a leader in larger company can harness
organizational power through conversational leadership (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Intimacy
The foundation in Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) conversational leadership
model is intimacy. Intimacy is defined as the “closeness, trust, and familiarity created
between people through shared experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared
knowledge” (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Schwarz, 2011). Although
intimacy can be described in romantic and or sexual terms (Moss & Schwebel, 1993),
intimacy for the purpose of this literature review is limited to how leaders reduce the
distance and space from employees in organizational conversations that take place in the
workplace.
Relationship building. Building relationships with employees is an essential goal
in relating well with them to be able to manage change (Crowley, 2011; Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b). Conversational intimacy brings two people closer together, which is
fostered by the leader listening to employees from all levels of an organization, and the
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leader committing to talk with employees in a manner that is authentic and earnest
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Importantly, leaders encourage the heart by motivating
exceptional performance while elevating employees’ spirits as part of relationshipbuilding (Kouzes & Posner, 2012). This can be achieved by recognizing contributions
and celebrating accomplishments. Another strategy for leaders to connect on a personal
level with employees is in “heart to heart” meetings (Crowley, 2011). Crowley (2011)
conveyed that in these meetings, the leader discovers what may be challenging the
employee’s work performance personally and professionally, identifies career aspirations,
and creates a mutual development plan with the employee to help in goal attainment.
According to Crowley (2011), individuals are willing to exert great effort and give more
of themselves in the workplace when their hearts are engaged because of feeling valued
and cared for. Communicating to connect with others in the workplace fosters intimacy
and cultivates trust.
Trust. Intimacy and trust are reciprocal and one cannot exist in absence of the
other (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Seidman (2007) asserted that a number of factors act
as hard currency when extending outreach to others to attain a vision. Enlisting others to
attain a common goal must include factors such as elucidating a common purpose and
maintaining transparency to build trust. Trust is an essential element in every human
relationship (Bowman, 2014). Trust in an academic organization serves as social capital,
making a situation safe psychologically for one to help and receive assistance from others
(Bowman, 2014). Trust is essential as two or more individuals work together to achieve
common goals. Glaser (2014) noted that individuals partner on numerous levels as
evidenced in forming teams, forging companies, and creating societies that are
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interdependent. She recommended five specific steps for leaders to build trust and
eliminate fear in a team. The first step is to be present by opening up to others and tuning
into relationships. This step includes an element of transparency in which the leader
shares what is going on around the team to demonstrate a spirit of cohesion. Second,
informing people of their status in the organization helps to build relationships because
others will know where they stand and will not need to question whether they are good
enough or belong. Third, Glaser (2014) recommends contextualizing every
communication so employees are more certain and can begin to understand the context of
messages without confusion or uncertainty. Fourth, she recommends highly engaging
others and cocreation in conversations by moving from monologues to dialogues to build
shared successes. Finally, Glaser (2014) described the fifth step to building trust as the
use of honesty always and with tact. When trust is prevalent, people feel better, are more
positive, and feel empowered to resolve concerns and challenging situations as well as
open up to new experiences that link others with synchronicity (Glaser, 2014; Weber,
2013). Judith Glaser (2014) is credited with creating “The Conversational Dashboard,”
which provides a graphic of what happens in the brain during conversations. The left
side shows where fear and distrust remain, and the right side demonstrates where trust,
strategic thinking, and balanced emotions are housed in the prefrontal cortex of the brain.
Trust is an integral part of intimacy in relationships.
Interactivity. Interactivity is the second element of Groysberg and Slind’s
(2012b) conversational leadership model. Interactivity is “a bilateral or multilateral
exchange of comments and ideas, a back-and-forth process” (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b,
p. 64). Ideas are exchanged through dialogue, and emerging technologies also foster

40

conversational interactivity to respond to workplace demands (Groysberg & Slind,
2012b; Kelleher & Miller, 2006). Cultural norms place importance on dialogue over
monologue (Groysberg and Slind (2012b), and leaders can support a culture of
interactivity to foster relationships between members of their organization (Kelleher &
Miller, 2006).
Exchange of comments and ideas. Language used to share information is
complex and an interactive process. As described by Alvesson and Kärreman (2000),
Language use, in any social context, is active, processual, and outcome oriented.
Language is used to persuade, enjoy, engage, discipline, criticize, express
feelings, clarify, unite, to identify work, and so on. It constructs reality in the
sense that every instance of language use is to some extent arbitrary and produces
a particular version of what is it supposed to represent. (p. 142)
There is a need to put as much energy into managing human interactions to manage the
technical side of an enterprise by building effective teams and relations (Weber, 2013).
Weber (2013) stated, “Conversational capacity is the ability to have open, balanced,
nondefensive dialogue about tough subjects and in challenging circumstances” (p. 15).
He surmised that the result of the dialogue is a team that can withstand conflict and deal
effectively with concerns. Patterson et al. (2012) stressed the importance of solutionoriented dialogue as part of the Pool of Shared Meaning. The Pool of Shared Meaning is
the result of the free flow of conversation where ideas are shared, and shared solutions
take shape and are decided upon in order to take action to employ the solution. Final
decisions may not result if some individuals are not involved in the conversation, or they
may not commit to a final solution and either passively resist or criticize (Patterson et al.,
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2012). Another situation could result when some individuals “force their ideas into the
pool” (p. 26) leading others in the group to be resistant. In this case, individuals who are
resistant make a half-hearted effort to be on board with the decision. A consensus may
not always be reached, but the greater number of individuals working to create shared
meaning will have a greater opportunity to make a better choice aimed at accomplishing a
goal or vision for the organization.
Back and forth process. Interactivity may be achieved and sustained through
communication between individuals that occurs face-to-face and/or through various
technologies (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Dialogue is a free flow of meaning that occurs
between two or more individuals and when successful conversation revolves around
pertinent information, characteristic of the sharing of open and honest opinions, feelings,
and theories (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Patterson et al., 2012). Social technologies like
blogs, wikis, online communities, Twitter, social networking sites, web-enabled video
chats, and video sharing capabilities facilitate interactivity for organizations to engage in
a back-and-forth dialogue to engage in an organizational conversation (Groysberg &
Slind, 2012a). The spontaneous flow of relevant information is central to a successful
conversation (Patterson et al., 2012).
Inclusion. The third element of conversational leadership presented by Groysberg
and Slind (2012b) is inclusion. Inclusion is described as the commitment to the process
of engaging stakeholders to share ideas and participate in the development of the
organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & Brown, 2010). When organizational
leaders facilitate opportunities for employees to share content related to the corporate
message, organizational communication begins to shape the organization. Inclusive
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practices invite employees to dialogue with others, and through this sharing, employees
become messengers who tell the story of an organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a,
2012b).
Commitment to engaging stakeholders. The crux of inclusion involves the
responsibility of all stakeholders to participate fully in an organizational conversation
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Leaders who include all levels of employees to contribute
to the content of the organization’s message build trust and closeness (intimacy) and
promote two-way dialogue (interactivity; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). One way to gauge
the stakeholders’ perceptions is to have them identify where they feel they are on
Glaser’s (2014) “The Arc of Engagement.” The arc provides a continuum of engagement
levels from low trust to high trust with resistor to the extreme left and cocreator to the
extreme right (see Figure 5).

Figure 5. Conversational dashboard: The gauge (“The ARC of Engagement”). Adapted
from “Conversational dashboard: The gauge,” by J. E. Glaser, 2017, Training Magazine,
p. 1 (https://trainingmag.com/conversational-dashboard)
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Development of the organization. Leaders who establish a relationship with
others in which substantive, reciprocal relationships and conversations result from
partnering with employees, who in turn take on the role as communicators (Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b) and then take word of the organization to the public. Employees are able to
contribute to the organization and its vision and goals by taking part in the organization’s
spoken narrative and by sharing content through dialoguing with managers and other
employees via their inclusion in day-to-day conversations. According to Groysberg and
Slind (2012b), “The term employee communication has thus acquired a provocative new
meaning. Where it once referred primarily to communication aimed at employees, it now
encompasses communication performed by employees” (p. 119). Employees foster the
development of the organization through the empowerment they get from leaders to be
communicators to each other within the organization and beyond (Groysberg & Slind,
2012a.)
Intentionality. The final element of conversational leadership, according to
Groysberg and Slind (2012a), is intentionality. Intentionality can be described as the goal
that ensures clarity of purpose toward the strategic aim of an organization one has in
mind when approaching a conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Fairholm (2009)
believed “power is intentional” and entails a plan and an intended outcome, differing
from other authors’ perspectives that focus on intentional conversation as the mechanism
to achieve outcomes (Ford & Ford, 1995; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Tucker, 2015).
Intentionality differs vastly from intimacy, interactivity, and inclusion in that it prompts
closure instead of promoting the exchange of ideas, thus allowing leaders and their
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employees to move toward work completion (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a). Conversations
that are intentional enable action to ensue (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Weber, 2013).
Clarity of purpose. Intent is needed to keep meaning and order in employee
conversations promoted by leaders; employees will not meander or digress but be able to
work toward a shared agenda leading toward company growth objectives and establishing
clarity of purpose (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a). When strategic objectives are shared
among staff, the information related to a shared agenda takes root and fosters more
participation. Groysberg and Slind (2012a) explain that intentionality can use discussions
or debates to determine strategic action, and then the strategic actions can be described.
When leaders convey and explain strategic principles, it necessitates use of
conversational intentionality in order to convey to all employees an overview of the
decisions made to create and implement the vision that all contributed toward and
establishes the leader’s purpose clearly. Bowman (2014) concurred that communicative
competence is related to the aim and course an organization is undertaking.
Goals and direction. Being able to communicate better with others places people
on a trajectory of personal transformation by becoming more “forthright,” plainspoken,
balanced, purpose driven, open-minded, and authentic (Weber, 2013, p. 118), but “[m]ost
importantly, it is through conversation we get work done” (Tucker, 2015, p. 5). Tucker
(2015) defined an intentional conversation as “a spoken exchange of thoughts, ideas, and
information with collaborative and mutually-productive intent” (p. 19). Intentional
conversations are necessary in the workplace in order for individuals and organizations to
achieve results and success (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Tucker, 2015).
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Ford and Ford (1995) detailed that there are different types of conversations that
contribute to attaining organizational goals. The four types of conversation are initiative
conversations, conversations for understanding and performance, and finally,
conversations for closure (Ford & Ford, 1995): (a) Initiative conversations initiate
intentional change; (b) conversations to bring about an understanding of the change;
(c)conversations for performance to generate actions to complete or fail to complete the
desired changed; and (e) conversations for closure acknowledge the change process
related to the intentional change has ended from where it initiated (Ford & Ford, 1995).
Due to initiative conversations (Ford & Ford, 1995) being intentional and
conversationally based, this concept is similar in nature to Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b)
aim of intentionality in conversational leadership. Conversations for closure (Ford &
Ford, 1995) also support the element of Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) “intentionality”
because of its effect to close conversations after extensive dialogue.
It is essential to address the culture of communication within an organization
(Becker & Wortmann, 2009). This goes beyond the strategic course, marketing strategy,
and talent management priorities. Rather, it is the commitment to ensure that employees
know the organization’s strategy of communication that furthers communication in the
work environment (Becker & Wortmann, 2009; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Leaders
who exhibit conversational leadership characteristics of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion,
and intentionality in the workplace strengthen employee engagement (Groysberg &
Slind, 2012a). Leaders who emphasize listening to others in the organization and utilize
employees’ skills to convey the company’s message through face-to-face dialogue and
through social technologies achieve greater strategic alignment in organizations
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(Groysberg & Slind, 2012a). Communication is essential for leaders who serve as CEOs
in their organizations (Harrison & Mühlberg, 2014).
Role of the Superintendent
It is important to show the role a superintendent plays as CEO in a district. A
superintendent must focus on student achievement, district and school goals, business and
community stakeholders, and maintain or create an organizational structure that aligns
human and material resources (Hoyle, Björk, Collier, & Glass, 2005). Major areas of a
superintendent’s work relate to leadership, effectively dealing with governance such as
unions and school boards, accountability and assessment, diversity in schools, the
development of school principals, interagency collaboration, and community engagement
(Harvey, Cambron-McCabe, Cunningham, & Koff, 2013). The superintendent is the
CEO and has the ultimate responsibility for establishing the expectations for all functions
and interactions in the school’s organization (Benzel & Hoover, 2015).
In Table 1, job retention of superintendents versus their corporate CEO
counterparts show that in some school districts tenure is limited. Many individuals have
held the position of superintendent in the school districts as compared to many fewer
CEOs in the listed corporations. The higher tenure retention numbers for CEOs were
explained to show that longer tenure helped with establishing a corporate culture and
maintaining it whereas lesser tenure time was given to superintendents to build a district
culture (Waters & Marzano, 2006).
The Superintendent’s Role in Effective School Leadership
Authors have listed the characteristics for effective school leadership and for
superintendents, and both are presented for reference. Effective school leaders drive
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Table 1
Comparison of Stability in Corporate CEOs and School Superintendents
CEOs
(past 20 years)

Years
(Average Tenure)

Dell

1

21

Federal Express

1

35

General Electric

2

11

Microsoft

1

30

Superintendents
(past 20 years)

Years
(Average Tenure)

Kansas City

14

1.4

New York City

8

2.5

Washington, D.C.

9

2.4

Corporations

School District City

Note. Table data recreated from School District Leadership That Works: The Effect of
Superintendent Leadership on Student Achievement (Working Paper), by J. T. Waters & R. J.
Marzano, p. 20, 2006, Denver, CO: Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning
(https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED494270.pdf)

transformation by consistently keeping expectations high for students by maintaining a
relentless focus on teacher learning and improvement. Transformational leadership in
superintendents can have a direct effect on school change, principals, and teachers
(Mullin & Keedy, 1998). Through transformational leadership, the changes stem “from a
highly centralized bureaucracy to decentralized operation” (p. 4). Transforming an
institution takes place when individuals take part in change; leadership that promotes this
type of change is based on creating a vision that can be followed and goals to strive
toward (Berkovich, 2016; Mullin & Keedy, 1998). Thus, in conversational leadership,
use of the element of inclusion can facilitate stakeholder engagement leading to the
development of ideas that can facilitate decentralization of the company or corporate
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bureaucracy. As teachers and principals share ideas (interactivity), they develop trust and
closeness (intimacy) to work toward clarity of purpose (intentionality; Barge, 2014;
Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, 2012b; Men, 2012). Transformational leaders
employing conversational leadership can create order and meaning to attain the district’s
vision and goals.
In a study by Henry and Reidy (2006), 17 superintendents who were recognized
as superintendent of the year at the state or national level were interviewed via telephone
or via their e-mail. They were asked to list three to five skills they felt were the most
important to their success and to express in rank order their answers. Findings in the
study identified the most important qualities or attributes superintendents should have
based on their perspective. These areas were being a strategic thinker, problem solver,
(having) vision, and leadership skills were considered most important with good
communication being very important. Examining superintendents’ responses shows their
perception of the importance of leadership and strategic problem solving coupled with
communication to advance the vision of the district (Henry & Reidy, 2006).
The Superintendent’s Role in Communication
Job descriptions from various school districts seeking superintendents for open
positions show the different levels of interaction and communication expected to be
exhibited by a superintendent. Superintendents are expected to be effective
communicators with district employees, partner districts, the school community, parents
or guardians (San Lorenzo Unified School District [SLUSD], 2018), local businesses
(Temple City Unified School District [TCUSD], 2018), community organizations,
nonprofits, private agencies (SLUSD, 2018), labor unions (TCUSD, 2018) or other
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collective bargaining entities (Burton School District [BSD], 2018), civic leaders
(TCUSD, 2018), and with city, county, and state governments (BSD, 2018; SLUSD,
2018). Communication is the key to accomplishing effective leadership that builds “a
culture of respect and openness” (ECRA Group, 2010, p. 8) that is necessary for
everyone to work together, build trust, and nurture relationships within and outside of the
school community. Because of the broad range of interaction, effective communication
is critical.
Superintendents must master communication with different groups within their
school districts and in the wider community. Stakeholders within the district include
students, teachers, school and district staff, and school boards (Callan & Levinson, 2015).
Outside of the district, communication with the local community is required to stay up to
date on information about resources, funding, the direction of educational need, and
media coverage of district related news (Callan & Levinson, 2015; Wehling, 2007). In
Table 2, school district job requirements confirmed the need for superintendents to have
access or dialog with different groups. Therefore, the groups listed were brought together
in one table to show the different entities with whom a superintendent must be able to
communicate. According to Hoyle et al. (2005), “Communication is perhaps the most
critical skill of the superintendency” (p. 77).
Superintendents must be up to date on the latest communications technology.
They need to know and be familiar with the technological methods of communication
available and needed in their district (Callan & Levinson, 2015). The technologies used
to stay in touch, inform, or gain information show that communication technology is an
important medium to superintendents in general and school stakeholders as a whole.
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Table 2
Superintendents’ Communication Skills to Be Effective With Individuals or Groups
Groups and individuals cited in job descriptions and/or the literature
Students, parents (Callan & Levinson,
2015; SLUSD, 2018)

Unions or other labor groups (BSD, 2018;
TCUSD, 2018)

Principals, school and district staff
(Callan, & Levinson, 2015; TCUSD,
2018).

Local media (Callan & Levinson, 2015; Wehling,
2007)

Local businesses, community
organizations (Callan & Levinson, 2015;
Donahue, 2017; Morrison, 2013; TCUSD,
2018; Wyman, 2016)

Local and regional political office holders (BSD,
2018; Callan & Levinson, 2015; Friedman, 2005;
Howey & Zimpher, 2007; Siegel, 2007; SLUSD,
2018; Wehling, 2007)

Local social and religious groups (Callan
& Levinson, 2015; Wick, 2007)

Communications systems must be updated and the different forms employed by the
different groups of stakeholders (see Table 2; Callan & Levinson, 2015). Each group or
audience may require different approaches in reaching them. Any modifications or new
communication technologies to meet needs are essential, and good practices would
involve working with the board and staff and bringing in outside consultants if needed
(Callan & Levinson, 2015). Moreover, Callan and Levinson (2015) stressed that the
superintendent must know the importance, risks, and benefits of using social media, web
sites, e-mail, all types of electronic communication, including print materials and the
importance and contribution of their use. Because of the diversity of entities a
superintendent interacts with, building technological structures to stay in communication
supports internal and external communication, which influences how stakeholders
perceive the superintendent and the district (Callan & Levinson, 2015).
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The Superintendent’s Role in Creating a District Culture
An effective leader holds high expectations and sets goals for everyone involved
in student achievement and school performance (ECRA Group, 2010). This is especially
true so superintendents can meet and exceed the standards of student education and
citizenship needed in 21st century lives and education (P21, 2008). In terms of
developing a district culture to reach these types of goals, communication on different
levels with diverse groups and individuals in and out of the district is necessary (Callan &
Levinson, 2015; P21, 2008). A district culture that maintains and promotes its mission
among in-district personnel in order to meet goals needs a leader who can articulate
priorities that are clear and nonnegotiable and implement plans to align existing goals
with new goals or initiatives (ECRA Group, 2010). In the process, new progress
monitoring tools can be created and implemented in schools in order to gauge “the effects
of district decision making on teaching, student learning, and the personnel implementing
them” (ECRA Group, 2010, p. 6). By investing personnel in the process and
implementation, a district culture can be created. A culture that is values driven has a
well-defined focus on instruction and accountability. In order to be an effective leader,
“a culture of respect and openness” (p. 8) is necessary for everyone to work together,
build trust, and nurture relationships within the school community and all other
stakeholders (ECRA Group, 2010). In this respect, use of technology is essential; use of
electronic communication must be well planned and have a purpose in order to be
effective in “the goals of the district” (ECRA Group, 2010, p. 8) that in turn creates a
vehicle to promote the district culture to all within and outside the district (Callan &
Levinson, 2015). Development of a district culture depends on buy-in from all staff
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within the district. They are taught to share information and knowledge by the leader’s
example and instruction (Ackerman Anderson & Anderson, 2010). In order for a district
culture to be created or changed, a superintendent needs to have the time to develop and
foster a culture. The length of time a superintendent is employed can determine her or
his success in creating a district culture.
The elements of conversational leadership can facilitate buy-in by district staff to
work toward the goal of a productive and successful establishment of a district culture.
For example, for a superintendent who wants to foster creation or establishment of a
district culture, there must be stakeholder buy-in. The element of intentionality shows
how to use conversation to establish order and meaning and ensure clarity of purpose
(Barge, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, 2012b; Men, 2012). The purpose in this case
includes guidance in goals and direction. Thus, the goals and direction are embedded in
stakeholder actions and conversations to others within the organization through the
element of inclusion (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & Brown, 2010). Engagement
of stakeholders through idea sharing and participation aids in the development of the
district (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & Brown, 2010). Thus, development of a
district culture is linked to all stakeholders but is created and maintained by a leader who
teaches them how to create bonds of trust and share knowledge that is within the element
of intimacy by stakeholders and the leader (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b;
Schwarz, 2011). A district culture is developed and maintained through fostering the
tenets and goals of the organization.
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Practices Supporting Organizational Communication
Supporting organizational communication means a leader must exhibit the
techniques in communicative leadership so he or she can cultivate engagement among
teachers, staff, principals, and the school board (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley &
Brown, 2010). Promising conversational practices affect how teams interact, share
knowledge, and collaborate (Bowman, 2014; Hurley & Brown, 2010). Promising
discursive strategies include the internal and social languages intended to transform both
learning and leadership for organizational change (Kegan & Laskow Lahey, 2001).
Another strategy is the World Café facilitation method of promoting a two-way dialogue
for greater results (Takahashi, Nemoto, Hayashi, & Horita, 2014). Similar to aligning to
the organizational goals in the World Café approach, the FOCUS format for meetings
supports alignment to the mission and goals of the organization by centering on the
success of the system holistically beginning with ground rules, each based on the
acronym FOCUS (Jorgensen, 2010):
F: Follow the learning conversation guidelines
O: Open with Check-in and CPO (Context, Purpose, Outcome)
C: Clarify each agenda item with CPO
U: Use Closing-the-Learning-Loop protocols
S: Support safe space. (Jorgensen, 2010, p. 15)
Based on a conversational perspective, managers need a more expansive
understanding of discursive resources available to demonstrate leadership (Clifton, 2012).
The use of elements in conversational leadership reveals that intentionality aligns with O
in the FOCUS system because both bring in the factor of purpose and creating order, and
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meaning meets the O point to create context. C in FOCUS is clarification of the
organization’s agenda, which also aligns with intentionality (clarity of purpose), which is
essential to foster the alignment of the mission and goals of the organization. Another
point in FOCUS that aligns with the conversational leadership elements is S. The support
for safe space where individuals can discuss ideas and work together to come to decisions
aligns with the element of intimacy in which trust and closeness are built between
individuals so they can have meaningful exchanges. The theories and examples
presented here show that support for organizational communication can be facilitated by
leaders who use theoretical points to guide them in making communication a part of the
organization’s fine points that can bring individuals together to reach the organization’s
goals and mission.
What Is Known About Conversational Research Leadership
Research studies have acknowledged organizational learning resulting from
interventions from top management (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). Research studies have
also linked top managers’ authentic leadership and authentic dialogue to organizational
learning (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2007). An increasing body of literature confirms that
conversations by leaders greatly affect learning in organizations (Clifton, 2006; Crossan
et al., 1999; Hurley & Brown, 2010; Mazutis & Slawinski, 2007). Research on
improving leadership and communication skills is viewed from various lenses, including
conversational analysis (Clifton, 2006), conversation as a core process resulting in
collective intelligence and prudent action (Hurley & Brown, 2010), linguistics in
organizational research (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000), and transformational leadership
style and verbal interchanges (Lehmann-Willenbrock, Meinecke, Rowold, & Kauffeld,
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2015). Each perspective serves to further the understanding of a leader’s discourse and
its impact on people and ultimately, organizational outcomes.
The research regarding conversational leadership and organizational excellence is
varied and diverse. Groysberg and Slind (2012b) described organizational leadership
through conversation in terms of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
The authors contended that the four elements of conversation lead to increased employee
engagement and organizational success. However, other researchers found that processoriented conversation by leaders serves to design dialogue that creates the tone and sets
the direction for shared meaning and in motivating change (Bowman, 2014; Weber,
2013). Similarly, Kegan and Laskow Lahey (2001) focused on the one-directional
manner that leaders in organizations may assess their words and speak intentionally.
Additional research provided leaders with tools for maintaining a safe two-way dialogue
(Patterson et al., 2012). Future studies to identify effective strategies for conversational
leadership are warranted.
The Need for Further Research in Conversational Leadership Research
Chasms in research in conversational leadership exist even though many studies
have focused on outcome-based leadership in organizational learning (Y. Berson et al.,
2006); research has emphasized different aspects of the organizational learning
phenomena. First, new research could identify the actions of leaders and the specific
mechanisms that have an impact on organizational learning through conversation (Vera
& Crossan, 2004). Second, conversational methods used to empower learning at the
individual, group, and organizational level (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2007) could be
isolated. Finally, research could also identify behaviors that exemplary leaders practice
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to lead their organizations through conversation by the application of Groysberg and
Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational leadership. This information would help
leaders to make distinct and transformational changes in organizations. Although gaps
exist in topics studied, more recent studies emphasized various aspects of organizational
learning through the mechanism of conversations.
When applied in the context of public education, a leader’s ability to effectively
lead through conversation has an impact on organizational learning. Because achieving
institutional results is an expectation for school district leaders employed in California’s
1,026 school districts (California Department of Education, n.d.-b), superintendents and
district instructional leaders have the responsibility for improving learning outcomes for
students, faculty, staff, and the larger learning community based on strategies they
employ to lead through conversation. Learning discursive approaches to leadership for
more impactful and meaningful change is critical in meeting and striving to exceed
organizational goals. Research in conversational leadership can further this aim.
Summary
The manner in which leaders converse and interact with employees may inspire
collective creationism, serve to forge new possibilities, and extend beyond once
envisioned organizational outcomes. Superintendents and district instructional leaders
contribute to setting the district’s goals and priorities and engage the learning community
in dialogue about actions that contribute to organizational success. By becoming the
designers of communication through conversational leadership, school officials have the
opportunity to transform learning institutions that best serve students, their families, and
the communities they serve. Conversational leadership has an impact on employees

57

through organizational learning that facilitates systemic, sustainable change for improved
organizational outcomes.
To this end, the purpose of this phenomenological study following the literature
review was to identify and describe conversational leadership strategies that exemplar
unified school district superintendents practice to lead their organizations through
conversation. The framework for examining leaders’ discourse utilized four elements of
conversational leadership, to include intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b). Delineating specific strategies superintendents practice
when leading their organizations through conversation will serve to help others in the
field of educational leadership to attain unforeseen organizational results that exceed
expectations.
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY
Overview
This chapter provides sections to reference key elements of the study’s
methodology. It begins by identifying the purpose statement and research questions.
Next, the qualitative research design is presented, followed by the population and
methodology to select the sample for the study. The process to develop instruments to
collect data from the participants in the study is provided in the instrumentation section.
Data collection methods and approaches to data analysis are provided. Then, limitations
of the study are identified. Finally, the chapter closes with a summary of the
methodology.
This research study aligns to the phenomenology research design to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organizations through conversation. Utilizing the phenomenological qualitative inquiry
method in this study helped to describe how superintendents experienced conversational
leadership in the ways they “perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, remember it,
make sense of it, and talk about it with others” (Patton, 2015, p. 115). To ascertain the
specific behaviors superintendents identified for this study practice to lead their
organizations through conversation, Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership to include intimacy, interactivity, inclusion and intentionality,
were identified as the research elements. Throughout the study, the term peer researchers
is used to refer to the 12 Brandman University doctoral students who operated under the
guidance of four faculty chairs, collaborating on the design and implementation of this
thematic study.
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Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Research Questions
Central Question
What are the behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents
practice to lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s
(2012b) four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of intimacy?
2. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of interactivity?
3. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of inclusion?
4. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of intentionality?
Research Design
The research design serves to identify the plan that was used to produce empirical
evidence for the purpose of answering the study’s research questions (McMillan &
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Schumacher, 2010). It also distinguishes how the research was conducted, the role of the
subjects, and the methods used for collecting data (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
This qualitative research study to describe the behaviors that exemplary unified school
district superintendents practice to lead their organizations through conversation utilized
a phenomenological inquiry approach. A qualitative phenomenological approach was
applicable and suitable in this study because it enabled the researcher to explore how
people “make sense of experience and transform experience into consciousness, both
individually and as shared meaning” (Patton, 2015, p. 115). Through phenomenological
interviews, observations, and review of artifacts, the researcher captured how the
phenomenon was experienced from the participants’ perspectives and then discovered the
meaning subjects attributed to experiences (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Phenomenological inquiry to explore experiences of exemplary unified school district
superintendents adds to the body of knowledge for the conversational leadership
phenomenon.
Qualitative inquiry contributes to generating knowledge in distinct ways (Patton,
2015). Among qualitative approaches that contribute to meaning making, seven are
highlighted by Patton (2015), to include the following:
• Illuminating meaning
• Studying how things work
• Capturing stories to understand people’s perspectives and experiences
• Elucidating how systems function and determining their consequences for
people’s lives
• Understanding context: how and why it matters
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• Identifying unanticipated consequences
• Making case comparisons to discover important patterns and themes across
cases. (p. 13)
Qualitative methods utilized in this study to gather personal stories and
information to better understand superintendents’ viewpoints and experiences included
interviews, observations, and artifacts as data. Semistructured interview questions
focused on the four conversational leadership elements identified in the central research
question as intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Semistructured
questions were constructed to allow for unique responses because of being open-ended
in nature (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). For the purpose of this research study,
10 interviews were scheduled and conducted with exemplary unified school district
superintendents, either in-person or virtually using videoconferencing technology.
Responses to interview questions and other data sources such as artifacts and
observations were coded and then organized into themes. Next, the themes were
analyzed to derive exemplary superintendents’ shared meaning related to the
phenomenon of conversational leadership that was presented as a narrative with
illustrative direct quotes. McMillan and Schumacher (2010) noted narratives in
qualitative studies provide an interpretive, primarily inductive, logical reasoning. The
use of a qualitative design was appropriate to determine what something means to an
individual by specifically asking the interviewee to tell what was meaningful (Patton,
2015).
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Population
A population can be identified as a grouping of individuals who conform to
specified criteria of interest to the researcher from which a sample can be drawn and the
results generalized (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The population for this study was
identified as 344 unified school district superintendents in California employed in the
public school sector (California Department of Education, n.d.-b). “Unified” refers to
school districts that educate students in preschool through twelfth grade. The general
responsibilities of a school superintendent are set forth in Cal. Education Code § 35035.
The superintendent is hired by the school board to implement the school board’s vision
by making day-to-day decisions about educational programs, spending, staff, and
facilities. The superintendent acts as the chief executive officer (CEO) of the school
district and is responsible for all operations (Glass, Björk, & Brunner, 2000).
Superintendents must work with district-level leaders and principals to serve the needs of
students and meet the district goals. From the population of 344 unified school district
superintendents in California, a target population was drawn to include only unified
school district superintendents who served in Southern California.
Target Population
The target population’s findings are intended to be generalized to represent the
particular population and it is crucial to clearly identify the target populations in a study
(McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The target population for this study was 104
superintendents in Southern California unified school districts in six counties that
include Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, Santa Barbara, and Ventura
(see Table 3). Typically, it is not feasible to study large groups because of time and cost-
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prohibitive constraints (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010), and for these reasons, the
researcher selected population samples from within a larger group. The number of
superintendents employed in the unified school districts located in the six counties differ
with 48 in Los Angeles County, seven in Orange County, 19 in Riverside, 20 in San
Bernardino, two in Santa Barbara, and eight in Ventura (California Department of
Education, n.d.-a). The potential participant target population of 104 unified school
district superintendents was narrowed down further to superintendents that were
recognized as exemplary by meeting four of the six identified criteria presented in the
sample section and are currently employed in a unified school district in Southern
California.
Table 3
Target Population for Potential Unified School District Superintendents in Six Southern
California Counties for This Study
County

Number of unified school district superintendents

Los Angeles

48

Orange

7

Riverside

19

San Bernardino

20

Santa Barbara

2

Ventura

8

Total

104

Sample
A study’s sample refers to the group of subjects who take part in a study and
provide data for the research (Creswell, 2008; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Patten,
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2012). Selecting subjects for a study may be achieved through probability or
nonprobability sampling (Doherty, 1994). Doherty (1994) described probability-based
methods as those that utilized random sampling through a mechanized technique and
nonprobability selection as purposive selection that involved judgment selection.
Wretman (2010) stressed that a nonprobability sample was one void of inclusion
probabilities and not acquired by probability sampling. Wretman identified
nonprobability selection procedures as examples in which respondents self-selected to
participate in a study and who were either selected by interviewers or experts. In this
research study, a nonprobability, purposeful sampling of unified school district
superintendents in Southern California was selected as the sample population. Utilizing
nonprobability purposeful sampling enabled the researcher to select participants from a
certain population that were knowledgeable about the research topic, shedding light on
the purpose of the qualitative inquiry study (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Figure 6
demonstrates the sample size for the study that was deduced from the population of
unified school district superintendents.

Figure 6. Population, target population, and sample size.
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In order to be considered exemplary, superintendents were identified as leaders who
stood out from their peers by meeting four of the following six criteria:
1. evidence of successful relationships with followers;
2. evidence of leading a successful organization;
3. a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
4. articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
5. recognition from peers; and
6. membership in professional associations in their field.
Selection of Sample Study Participants
The researcher enlisted the support of a panel of expert advisors to identify
potential superintendents to participate in the research by nominating superintendents
who met four of the six criteria for being exemplary. The panel consisted of five retired
superintendents who are active in the professional network of superintendents where each
panelist was engaged as a doctoral faculty member or adjunct member, coached, or
served in the capacity as a consultant. The five-member panel was familiar with the work
of the superintendents in the target population. Each panel member was asked to
nominate a maximum of five superintendents who met four of the six criteria for
exemplary unified school district superintendents. Superintendents who received two or
more nominations and were the first 10 to agree to participate in the study represented the
pool of 10 study participants.
Creswell (1998) asserted that a sample size of five to 25 interviews for a
qualitative study would meet the needs for phenomenological research; Morse (1994)
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maintained there should be a minimum of six. Notably, the aim of purposeful sampling
in qualitative research may not be for generalizability but rather as an attempt to gain
further understanding of relationships (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Peer researchers
within the thematic team determined that a sample size of 10 exemplary leaders was
appropriate to allow in-depth analysis of the conversational leadership phenomenon as
experienced by the leaders themselves. The 10 leaders chosen for participation in this
study were identified through the panel of advisors as meeting the participant criteria.
Utilizing the data from 10 participants in this study enabled the researcher to gather
sufficient, detailed information to understand the perceptions, experiences, and meanings
superintendents attributed to the conversational leadership phenomenon.
Instrumentation
In qualitative research studies, interviews are a common methodology for
providing information about people’s perceptions and experiences (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Due to the researcher being the instrument in a qualitative study,
Pezalla, Pettigrew, and Miller-Day (2012) contended that the unique personalities,
characteristics, and interview techniques of the researcher may influence how the data are
collected. For this study, the researcher was employed in the field of education as an
assistant superintendent of educational services in a unified school district. As a result,
the researcher brought a potential bias to the study based on personal experiences in a
similar setting to those that were studied.
This phenomenological research study involved a peer researchers’ thematic
group of 12 individuals. Each team of researchers represented different organizational
fields for a multidisciplinary approach to the qualitative inquiry research. After

67

extensive review of literature investigating perspectives and theories in conversation,
including Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational leadership,
12 semistructured interview questions with probes to elicit further information were
devised by the group. The set of questions were provided to the faculty research chairs
for input. Their role was to examine the alignment between the purpose of the study and
the interview questions as part of verifying the validity of interviews. After several
rounds of input sessions, revisions, and iterations of the questions, the interview
questions were finalized and shared with the entire thematic team of peer researchers.
The questions were designed to explore the behaviors exemplary leaders practice to lead
in their organizations through conversation. Intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality were the research elements based on Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) work
in the area of conversational leadership. A review of the major theories supported the
selection of Groysberg and Slind’s research as the framework for this study.
After the interview questions and probes were finalized, the process to create an
interview protocol was initiated in an effort to standardize the interview process. The
protocol served as a script to be read by each researcher during field-testing of the
semistructured interviews. After field-testing, the protocol was further evaluated to
determine whether refinements were needed prior to commencing interviews. Attributes
of the protocol included an introduction to the interview process and purpose of the
study, information related to informed consent required in dissertation research, and an
opportunity for the interviewee to ask any clarifying questions before the interview
initiated (Appendix C).

68

Field-Testing of Interview Questions
Each peer researcher field-tested the 12 interview questions with a participant
who met the study criteria and whose interview responses were not included in any form
in the respective research studies. Immediately following the field-test interview, each
peer researcher elicited feedback from the field-test participant related to the interview
questions and overall interview process (Appendix A). A process observer was present
during the field-test in order to provide feedback on the overall interview process, the
interview questions, and nuances that could lead to researcher bias. Each peer researcher
and field-test process observer also discussed items on a reflective feedback response
survey (Appendix B).
Feedback from the interview participants and the process observers was then
reviewed by each researcher and shared among the team of peer researchers. Peer
researchers discussed challenges and recommendations for improving the interview
protocol. The ideas were presented to faculty research chairs who reviewed, evaluated,
and refined the interview protocol after careful examination. The protocol (Appendix C)
and 12 questions (Appendix D) were distributed to the peer researchers who then
proceeded to interview 10 exemplary leaders in their field of study after attaining
Brandman University’s Institutional Review Board approval.
The field-test related to this study was conducted with an exemplary
superintendent who met six of the six criteria and whose data were not included in this
study. The characteristics of the exemplary superintendent are provided in Table 4.
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Table 4
Exemplary Characteristics of the Interview Field-Test Subject
Subject meets the
qualification

Exemplary characteristic
Evidence of successful relationships with followers

X

Evidence of leading a successful organization

X

A minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession

X

Articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at
conferences or association meetings

X

Recognition from peers

X

Membership in professional associations in their field

X

Validity
The validity of qualitative research refers to the degree that common meaning in
interpretations is achieved between the participants and the researcher (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Several strategies enhanced the validity of this study to include the
use of interviews, observations, and the review of artifacts to glean perspectives on the
topic. Multimethod strategies facilitate triangulation of data to increase a study’s
credibility to enhance validity (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). McMillan and
Schumacher (2010) stressed that researchers use triangulation as a method to cross
validate data collection strategies and data sources to determine regularities in the data.
The use of investigator triangulation is what Patton (2015) referred to as the provision of
multiple researchers or evaluators as a way to strengthen a study. The thematic group
approach was rich with opportunities for deep discussion about interview protocol and
interview questions to allow for collaboration, alignment, and the triangulation of data.
To further increase the study’s validity, after each interview, each superintendent
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participant was provided a transcript of the interview and offered the opportunity to
amend the interview transcript. Participant review enhanced the study’s validity by
allowing the participant to modify interview data to accurately reflect his or her
sentiments (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010).
Reliability
Reliability in a research study entails the likelihood that replicating the study
would produce consistent findings (Patten, 2012). Each peer researcher in the thematic
group conducted a pilot test of the interview protocol and interview questions to test the
study’s instruments. Examining challenges discovered through the field-test process
enabled the researchers to refine instruments. Pilot testing by multiple researchers and
subsequent refinement of instruments helped to minimize instrumentation errors
(Kimberlin & Winterstein, 2008).
Internal, External, and Intercoder Strategies
Internal, external, and intercoder strategies serve to increase a study’s reliability
(Patton, 2015). Internal reliability of the data was established to reduce potential data
analysis bias. The thematic group of 12 peer researchers collaborated to create the
interview protocol and interview instruments to discover the lived experiences of
exemplary leaders concerning the four research elements. Uniformity in the process and
instruments used by researchers supported internal reliability of the study. External
reliability was not a concern for the purpose of this study on exemplary unified school
district superintendents because of the limited generalizability of each leader’s unique
lived experience (McMillan, 2010). Stenbacka (2001) described quality qualitative
research as that which is able to generate understanding for the area being studied.
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However, it was important to learn from the individual experiences of exemplary
superintendents and then determine themes through the examination of data and the
coding process for the study sample of exemplary superintendents. Intercoder reliability
is the process by which coders standardize units of text and reduce coding errors, a
process oftentimes used for semistructured interview transcripts to reach an acceptable
level of agreement between coders (Campbell, Quincy, Osserman, & Pedersen, 2013).
Standardizing the study’s research protocol, interview questions, and the expectation for
attaining intercoder reliability to a level of 80% agreement required a peer researcher
from the thematic team to examine 10% of the coding and respective themes for this
study. Instruments in the study were specifically tested to increase internal, external, and
intercoder reliability for consistency in results.
Data Collection
According to Patton (2015), qualitative data reports include words, stories,
observations, and documents utilized to describe and interpret the phenomenon under
study. For the purpose of this research study, data collection comprised conducting
interviews, observations, and the examination of artifacts for the 10 exemplary unified
school district superintendent participants. Prior to beginning the interview process, the
researcher obtained approval from Brandman University’s Institutional Review Board
(IRB) after securing National Institutes of Health (NIH) certification (Appendix E). The
certification verified the researcher’s understanding to protect human participants and
maintain confidentiality to support the integrity of the research study. The researcher
protected confidentiality of participants by maintaining the identifying codes and research
materials safe-guarded in a locked file drawer and on a computer that was password
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protected in which the researcher had sole access. Transcripts and audio-file recordings
were available only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. All
information was identifier-redacted to maintain confidentiality.
Semistructured Interviews
The researcher enacted the following steps for the interview process:
1.

Approval to conduct the study was obtained from the Brandman University
Institutional Review Board.

2.

A panel of expert advisors composed of retired superintendents identified potential
participants who met the criteria for exemplary unified school district
superintendents who worked in one of the six counties distinguished for the study.

3.

The researcher contacted the exemplary unified school district superintendents by
e-mail (Appendix F) or by telephone (Appendix G) to elicit their participation in the
research study.

4.

Once the superintendent agreed to participate in the study, an interview was
scheduled to include the location, date, and time of the interview.

5.

A follow-up e-mail (Appendix F) was sent to participants with the researcher’s
contact information. Four documents were provided as attachments to the e-mail for
the participants’ review, including:
•

The Invitation to Participate (Appendix H),

•

The Conversational Leadership Interview Questions (Appendix D),

•

The Informed Consent and Audio Recording Release (Appendix I), and

•

The Brandman University Institutional Review Board Researcher Participant’s
Bill of Rights (Appendix J).
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6.

Upon review of the four documents and obtaining necessary signatures, interviews
with participants were conducted by the researcher.

7.

Each interview began by reviewing the Informed Consent and Audio Recording
Release and the Brandman University Institutional Review Board Research
Participant’s Bill of Rights.

8.

Interviews were recorded on a primary and backup device.

9.

The researcher followed the interview protocol for the semistructured interviews to
ask 12 semistructured questions, sometimes including probes to seek clarification or
to elicit additional details (Appendix C).

10. The researcher took anecdotal notes during the interview to be able to later recall
details of the participant’s experience in terms of verbal and nonverbal cues.
11. After each interview, the researcher thanked the participants and the recordings were
stopped.
12. After the interviews, the researcher asked participants whether they would share any
artifacts that would support verbal responses from the interview.
13. Participants were asked whether they would be willing to be observed by the
participant in the work environment to glean information for data triangulation.
14. Recordings from the interviews were uploaded to a confidential service for
transcription.
15. Each transcription was returned to the respective participant to provide the
opportunity to correct misperceptions and clarify experience-related responses.
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Observations
Direct observations served as the second type of data collected for the study. By
observing the participant’s natural behavior, the researcher is able to better understand
the phenomenon experienced by the participant (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). A
researcher produces data as field notes during observations (McMillan & Schumacher,
2010). According to McMillan and Schumacher (2010), these field notes are a few words
or brief sentences that are used to help the researcher document and recall something that
was observed or heard. Observational opportunities helped the researcher to gain a better
understanding of the behaviors and conversations superintendents exhibited in their
organizations.
Artifacts
Artifacts are written records and relics in the form of personal documents, official
documents, and objects that may be used to describe the human experience, knowledge,
behavior, and values (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Qualitative studies include
locating, examining, and analyzing artifacts of various types (Patton, 2015). Data
gathered often include direct quotes and excerpts from organizational material, to include
memoranda, reports, publications, memorabilia, correspondence, and social media
communique (Patton, 2015). The researcher in this study reviewed and analyzed artifacts
internal and external to the organization. The majority of the artifacts was obtained from
content in the district websites, newsletters, and publications about the districts and/or the
superintendents. Some personal and official documents included e-mails and memoranda
to staff. Objects reviewed included trophies, awards, logos and mascots, and other
symbols representative of the districts and their personnel. Together, the interviews,
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observations, and artifacts were used to describe the participants’ experiences within the
district and school contexts.
Data Analysis
The purpose of qualitative analysis is to transform raw data into knowledge that
will be of value (Patton, 2015). The study produced data in the form of interview
transcripts from 10 exemplary unified school district superintendents, field notes from
observations, and information from artifacts. Creswell (2003) recommended a threeprong approach to data analysis that begins with preparing and organizing the data,
studying the data, and then coding the data into themes.
Organization and Preparation of Data
Organization and preparation of the data preceded analysis and coding. The
researcher had a third-party confidential transcription service transcribe the audio
recordings from all 10 interviews. Each interview transcription was submitted to the
respective superintendent participant for review. The participant was provided with the
opportunity to provide feedback so the transcription could be amended for accuracy.
Additionally, the researcher word processed all field notes from observations. Citations
and excerpts from numerous documents were word processed or scanned for conversion
into digital files when appropriate.
After organizing and preparing the massive quantities of data, the researcher read
and reviewed interview transcripts, field notes from observations, and information related
to artifacts. Through review and analysis, broad impressions were formulated to begin
making sense of the data’s meaning. The data were then uploaded into NVivo qualitative
research software that functioned to house, compare, and code data. Although qualitative
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software facilitates interaction with the data, it is the researcher who performs content
analysis and determines what information fits together to form patterns, identify themes,
and determine the meaning (Patton, 2015).
Data coding is initiated by identifying small portions of data segments that can
stand in isolation because they contain one specific idea, episode, or a single piece of
relevant information (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). The data segments for this study
were words, sentences, or paragraphs from transcripts of interviews, field notes, and
artifacts. Segments were examined extensively and codes were provided as labels.
Codes are abbreviations or symbols applied to a group of words or a paragraph used for
classification (Miles & Huberman, 1984). Codes with greater frequency were considered
for contributing to a theme. After the researcher coded transcripts from participants, a
peer researcher from the thematic research team also reviewed 10% of the coding data
with a level of agreement of 80% to increase intercoder reliability. The degree to which
individual coders assign the same qualities for a message and obtain the same conclusion
establishes intercoder reliability (Lombard, Snyder-Duch, & Bracken, 2002). Verifying
intercoder reliability in qualitative research serves to explain how conclusions were
consistent between raters. The codes and themes that resulted were utilized to analyze all
data and served as the foundation for describing behaviors that exemplary unified school
district superintendents practiced to lead in their organizations through conversation.
Together, the codes and themes offered insights into the lived experience of unified
school district superintendents.
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Limitations
Limitations are those qualities of a research study that negatively affect the results
or the ability to generalize the study’s findings to another population (Creswell, 2008). In
qualitative research, the researcher determines what is meaningful by creating patterns
and themes through interpretation (Patton, 2015). The researcher of this study made data
collection and analysis decisions that affected the findings of the study. Namely,
location, time, sample size, and the researcher as an instrument of the study were
limitations in the study.
Participant Location
This research study was delimited to unified school district superintendents in
Southern California. Of the 344 superintendents in California (California Department of
Education, n.d.-b), many superintendents met the criteria for the study. However, it was
impractical to travel to northern and central California to conduct interviews because of
the researcher’s personal time, proximity, and financial constraints.
Time Constraints
Time constraints were a factor in the study. Superintendents maintained
demanding calendars and scheduling more than an hour interview would not have been
practical. Limiting interviews to an hour slot each to respond to 12 questions did not
allow for casual conversation or extensive probing to elicit elaboration to responses.
Time constraints were also a consideration for the researcher and influenced the decision
to conduct interviews in Southern California to minimize the amount of time needed to
take off of work; traveling to Northern or Central California would have been cost and
time prohibitive.
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Sample Size
Ten exemplary unified school district superintendents were identified to
participate in the study. Each superintendent was selected based on set criteria and
selected through purposeful sampling based on their availability and willingness to
participate in the research study. A limitation of the study was the use of a sample size of
10 unified school district superintendents.
Researcher as Study Instrument
In qualitative research, the researcher is identified as the instrument (Patten, 2012;
Patton, 2015), which could pose a threat to the internal validity of the study (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). In this research study, the researcher was the instrument to facilitate
interviews, conduct observations and fieldwork, and to review artifacts. The researcher
in qualitative research makes judgments about what is meaningful (Patton, 2015). The
researcher’s perceptions and biases had an impact on interpretations, thus posing
limitations in the study. The researcher in this study worked in the field of education as a
teacher in the private school K-12 setting for 6 months and as a teacher in the public
school elementary setting for 4 years. Additionally, the researcher has served as an
administrator in the public elementary, middle, high school, and district office settings for
over 19 years. This experience in the educational field created a potential for bias and
impact on perceptions and posed limitations for the findings of the study. The
researcher’s limited training and experience interviewing participants was another
limitation to the validity of the study.
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Summary
Chapter III communicated the methodology utilized in this research study that
aligned to the phenomenology qualitative research method to describe the behaviors that
exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their organizations
through conversation. The population and methodology to select the sample for the study
were provided. Instrument development, data collection methods, and approaches to data
analysis were described. Finally, limitations of the study were identified. Chapter IV
details the process for data collection and identifies the research findings. Chapter V
provides the conclusion for the study and summarizes the research findings, conclusions,
and recommendations for future studies.

80

CHAPTER IV: RESEARCH, DATA COLLECTION, AND FINDINGS
Overview
This qualitative phenomenological research study described the behaviors
exemplary unified school district superintendents practiced to lead their organizations
through four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality. Chapter IV identifies the purpose of the study, research questions,
methodology, data collection procedures, population, and sample utilized in the study.
The chapter concludes with an analysis of the data collected and a presentation of key
findings from the study.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organization through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Research Questions
Central Research Questions
What are the behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents
practice to lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s
(2012b) four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality?
Subquestions
1. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organization
through the conversational element of intimacy?
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2. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organization
through the conversational element of interactivity?
3. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organization
through the conversational element of inclusion?
4. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organization
through the conversational element of intentionality?
Population
The population for this study was identified as unified school district
superintendents, serving in the 344 unified school districts in California, employed in the
public-school sector (California Department of Education, n.d.-b). “Unified” refers to
school districts that educate students in preschool through twelfth grade. The population
was narrowed from 344 unified school district superintendents to a target population of
104 superintendents serving in Southern California unified school districts in six counties
that include Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, Santa Barbara, and
Ventura (see Table 3 in Chapter III). The target population drawn from the population
for this study was approximately 104 unified school district superintendents.
Sample
A nonprobability, purposeful sampling of exemplary unified school district
superintendents in Southern California was selected as the sample population for this
study. In order to be considered exemplary, superintendents were identified as leaders
who set themselves apart from peers by exhibiting a minimum of four of the following
six criteria:
1. evidence of successful relationships with followers;
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2. evidence of leading a successful organization;
3. a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
4. articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
5. recognition from peers; and
6. membership in professional associations in their field.
The researcher enlisted the support of a panel of expert advisors to identify
potential superintendents to participate in the research study. Each panelist nominated a
maximum of five superintendents who met four of the six criteria for being exemplary.
Potential participants were further screened to verify whether they met the minimum of
four characteristics of exemplary and were screened on the remaining criteria.
A sample of 10 Southern California unified school district superintendents, who
met a minimum of four criteria for exemplary, were invited to and confirmed their
willingness to participate in the study. A sample size of 10 is appropriate in
phenomenological research, and Morse (1994) maintained there be a minimum of six.
The aim of purposeful sampling in qualitative research may not be for generalizability,
but rather as an attempt to gain further understanding of relationships (McMillan &
Schumacher, 2010). Data collected on unified school district superintendents in
California in this study contribute to data collected from a group of 12 thematic peer
researchers who analyzed 120 exemplary leaders. Peer researchers determined that a
sample size of 10 exemplary leaders was appropriate to allow in-depth analysis of the
conversational leadership phenomenon as experienced by the leaders themselves.
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Research Methodology and Data Collection
Utilizing a phenomenological qualitative inquiry method in this study helped to
understand how unified school district superintendents experienced conversational
leadership in the ways they “perceive it, describe it, feel about it, judge it, remember it,
make sense of it, and talk about it with others” (Patton, 2015, p. 115). For each of the 10
superintendents in the study, in-person interviews were the primary source of data. To
triangulate data, artifacts, and observation of participants served as secondary sources.
Interviews
Each unified school district superintendent who participated in the study answered
12 semistructured interview questions that were collaboratively developed by the team of
peer researchers (Appendix D). For each of the four conversational elements, to include
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality, a set of three questions was asked.
All 10 interviews were held face-to-face and lasted between 23 and 72 minutes, with an
average interview length of 37.9 minutes. Interviews were recorded on a primary and a
backup device and immediately transcribed by Rev transcription service after each
interview.
Observations
Observation of study participants allowed the researcher to utilize multimethod
strategies to triangulate data. Because of time constraints and the participants’ and
researcher’s availability, a total of three observations was conducted. During observation
opportunities, the researcher produced field notes in the form of a few words or brief
sentences that were used to help the researcher document and recall something that was
observed or heard (McMillan & Schumacher, 2010). Two of the observations were
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conducted in a public setting, and one was in a private setting. Each observation focused
on a different unified school district superintendent.
The first public observation was conducted during a superintendent’s parent
forum with approximately 45 parent representatives from across the district’s schools and
eight staff members inclusive of members from the district office and school level staff.
The meeting was videotaped to be posted on the district’s website at a later time. The
forum was scheduled for 2 hours and lasted 128 minutes. The second public observation
of a different superintendent was conducted during walk through unannounced visits with
three district level administrators in the district office. The total duration of the
observation was 25 minutes. The third observation was conducted in private between a
superintendent and one assistant superintendent of educational services and lasted 25
minutes. Three hours and 8 minutes of field notes were collected during observations to
add depth to better understanding conversational leadership of unified school district
superintendents who participated in this study.
Artifacts
Artifacts were utilized as data in addition to data from interviews and
observations. There were 75 artifacts collected and coded because they directly
supported conversational leadership elements in the study. Examples of artifacts were
district newsletters, social media posts, information from district websites, online and
print news articles, letters and e-mails to staff, meeting agendas, and meeting minutes.
Participant Demographic Data
Confidentiality of all study participants was maintained by assigning each
participant a number corresponding to his or her unique data set. Information that could
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potentially identify a participant, such as individual name and district of service, was not
referenced in the study. The demographics of the 10 exemplary superintendents were
very close to the national average stated by the American Association of School
Administrators (AASA, n.d.) in 2006. Based on that study, 21.7% of superintendents are
women, a number that is increasing over time. The mean age of superintendents is
between 54 and 55 years of age. Table 5 provides the demographics for each study
participant, and Table 6 presents the criteria for which an exemplary leader qualified for
the study.
Table 5
Demographics for Unified School District Superintendent Participants

Study Participant

Age Range

Gender

Years in the
profession

1

60-64

Female

30-34

2

50-54

Male

30-34

3

60-64

Male

40-44

4

50-54

Male

25-29

5

65-69

Female

30-34

6

55-59

Male

30-34

7

55-59

Male

35-39

8

50-54

Male

30-34

9

55-59

Female

30-34

10

50-54

Female

30-34

Presentation and Analysis of Data
The findings provided in Chapter IV were drawn from interviews from 10
exemplary unified school district superintendents, related field notes from observations,
and information from artifacts. The study produced findings from superintendents’ lived

86

Table 6

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Membership in a
professional
organization

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Recognition by peers

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Published or presented
at conferences or
association meetings

Minimum of 5 years in
the profession

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Leading a successful
organization

Participant
#

Successful relationship
with followers

Criteria for Exemplary Unified School District Superintendents

X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

experiences and perspectives. The research findings are reported in relation to the four
elements of conversational leadership for this study: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion,
and intentionality.
Data Analysis
Each interview with an exemplary unified school district superintendent in the
study was recorded and transcribed by Rev, a third-party confidential transcription
service. The transcriptions were then uploaded into NVivo, a data platform that
facilitates categorization, classification, and analysis of data for qualitative and mixedmethod research to help establish themes. Data from interviews were coded into themes,
also known as nodes in NVivo, that aligned to the four conversational leadership
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elements: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Observations and artifacts
were then coded for the identified themes. After coding themes, NVivo displayed the
frequencies for each theme, assisting the researcher to garner insight into the behaviors
that exemplary unified school district superintendents’ practice to lead their organizations
through conversation.
Reliability
An interview protocol was used to discover the lived experiences of exemplary
unified school district superintendents concerning the four research elements to provide
consistency and increase reliability for interviews. Uniformity in the process and
instruments supported internal reliability of the study. A peer researcher independently
coded 10% of the interview data to a level of 92% agreement; 126 of the 137 frequencies
matched the researcher’s conversational leadership element, demonstrating intercoder
reliability. Method triangulation to increase validity also included interview, observation,
and artifact data.
Research Question and Subquestion Results
Peer researchers from the thematic team designed the study’s purpose, central
research question, and interview protocol with 12 subquestions. The central research
question for the study was, “What are the behaviors that exemplary unified school district
superintendents practice to lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg
and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity,
inclusion, and intentionality?” In order to answer the central question, subquestions were
analyzed. The subquestion are as follows:
1. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
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through the conversational element of intimacy?
2. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of interactivity?
3. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of inclusion?
4. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of intentionality?
As a result of analyzing and coding all interviews, observation, and artifact data,
19 themes and 1,525 frequencies for the related themes were coded related to the
conversational leadership elements of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality. Figure 7 shows the number of themes that transpired relative to each of
the four conversational leadership elements. Inclusion and interactivity are each
represented by four themes while intimacy had five themes and intentionality comprised
six themes.

Themes in Each Element
7
6
5
4
3
2
1
0

Intimacy

Interactivity

Inclusion

Figure 7. Frequency of themes in each element.
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Intentionality

Data from interviews, artifacts, and observations were utilized to generate
frequencies related to each element of conversational leadership and are presented
graphically in Figure 8. Although intentionality had the highest number of themes, it
ranked third highest in the number of frequencies among the four elements.
Intentionality had six themes and 388 frequencies, accounting for 25% of the data.
Intimacy had five themes and was the element with the highest number of frequencies
(422), accounting for 28% of the data. Inclusion had four themes and the second highest
quantity of frequencies (415), accounting for 27% of the data. Finally, interactivity had
four themes and the lowest number of frequencies (300), accounting for 20% of the data.
The data from Figure 8 suggest that all four elements of conversational leadership were
important to the respondents.

Frequency and Percentage in Each Element

388, 25%

415, 27%

422, 28%

Intimacy

Interactivity

300, 20%

Inclusion

Intentionality

Figure 8. Frequency in each element.
Intimacy
The team of thematic peer researchers defined intimacy as the closeness, trust,
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and familiarity created between people through shared experiences, meaningful
exchanges, and shared knowledge (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Schwarz,
2011). Coding for intimacy resulted in five themes: being accessible, creating trust,
engaging others, establishing a team, and telling personal stories. The element of
intimacy was referenced by all 10 study participants a total of 422 times. The theme of
intimacy represented 28% of the total responses. Table 7 presents the number of times
each theme was referenced through interviews, observations, and artifacts from district
newsletters, social media posts, information from district websites, e-mails to staff,
meeting agendas, and meeting minutes.
Table 7
Intimacy Themes
Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifact
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

Be accessible to others to
listen authentically

8

0

1

9

47

Build trust through honest
and authentic
conversations

10

2

6

18

95

Engage others in
conversations to build
relationships

10

2

12

24

153

Establish a team sense to
seek solutions

10

0

16

26

67

Tell personal stories to
make personal
connections to others

10

2

2

14

60

Theme

Note. Sources include transcribed interviews, observations, and artifacts.

Be accessible to others to listen authentically. This theme was referenced 47
times in nine sources and comprised 11% of the coded content for the element of
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intimacy. Groysberg and Slind (2012b) pointed out that “leaders who take organizational
conversation seriously know when to stop talking and to start listening (p. 24), and they
direct attention to learn about others and hear about their needs. Further, other authors
concur that leaders who are available and open to others create opportunities to be able to
listen to understand others and build trusting relationships on which to predicate shared
experiences (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Schwartz, 2011).
Being accessible had the fewest frequencies within the intimacy theme, though it
was still important, as 80% of the study participants provided content specific to this
theme through interviews, and one artifact also referenced the theme. They described
that they make themselves available to facilitate opportunities to build relationships and
to learn about the needs of others to be able to align support and resources. One
superintendent shared, “But you’ve got to be responsive. You’ve got to be available.
You’ve got to know when they need you, when they need to see you.” Another
superintendent shared how to be visible throughout the learning community to listen
earnestly to others:
I try to really get to know people, talk to them. I’m at sites. I’m in the
community. I go to everything, I bring them in, and I think the way you create
intimacy after that is that everything is okay to ask and I think you have to be real
and a real person and answer honestly.
Leaders who listen well demonstrate that they value others (Mautz, 2015). One
superintendent shared the following response to highlight how to listen authentically to
make personal connections with others throughout the organization:
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As I came into this organization, I met with every principal, every assistant
principal, anybody who was on our leadership team. It’s 170 some people over
the first two months, three months, and I would ask them all the same questions,
but it all had to do really with their personal lives. I wanted it very little to do
with their work. I wanted to talk about, how did you get into education? What
was your pathway? Tell me about your family. What keeps you up at night?
What are those things?
Being accessible to others was described by one superintendent in terms of prioritizing
tasks to safeguard opportunities to meet with others:
I was saying that you can’t love people you don’t know and you can’t know
people you don’t spend time with. There is simply no cheating time. The first
thing that I try to do is I spend time with people as much as I can. I don’t do emails during the day. It’s very rare. I do all my e-mails at night. The reason for
that is I want my door open or I want to be in conversation with people.
A meeting agenda itemized the key questions that one superintendent asked at the
“Coffee with the Superintendent” opportunity to be able to listen authentically to
attendees’ perspectives about the school and possibilities for making the school better:
Three things he wants to know: 1. What do you like and why did you choose this
school district? 2. What things do you not like, what concerns you? 3. What
other programs have you seen in other districts that you would like to see here?
You can also share a complaint, but you will need to give us the solution to the
complaint.
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The superintendents interviewed asked key questions and were available to converse with
others often, allowing the leaders to listen authentically.
Build trust through honest and authentic conversations. This theme was
referenced 95 times in 18 sources and comprised 23% of the coded content for the
element of intimacy. When leaders are honest and engage others in meaningful dialogue,
common organizational goals are more readily attained through trusting relationships
(Bowman, 2014; Glaser, 2014; Seidman, 2007). Authors agree followers who observe
their leader model trust extend trust to others in their reach inside and outside of the
organization (Becker & Wortmann, 2009).
All 10 superintendents in the study provided examples of building trust through
honest and authentic conversations in interviews. As superintendents interacted with
others, how they authentically demonstrated care and concern was part of the intimacy
theme and was evident in four superintendent interviews, three artifacts, and two
observations. Key characteristics for this theme shared by superintendents were building
trust by engaging in honest and authentic conversations, demonstrating care and concern
for others, and being open to others. One superintendent stated, “I don’t even want to
have a conversation unless it’s honest and authentic.” Another superintendent explained
how being authentic and open to others came in the way that he shared his personal story
with his staff:
By way of example, to start, when I first came into the organization, I actually put
together a PowerPoint that just told about my life journey. I didn’t talk about
educational philosophy, what I believe we should be, where we’re going, but it
had pictures of me as a baby, all the way through junior high.
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Another superintendent explained scenarios to represent honesty, authentic
conversations, and openness akin to building trust. He explained,
And I think because they saw me as so open, that right now, probably I get more
feedback than I ever need. I have directors who tell me things that I’m just like,
“I can’t do anything about that, but that’s nice, thank you very much.” But I also
have those people who didn’t like what I was doing, who I respected enough that
came forward and, you know, I appreciate it. They came forward and they said,
“Look, I didn’t like it when you made this decision, and this is why” and I said,
“Thank you very much, I’m glad you let me know” because you know, now I
know where maybe I was wrong on some things, and I understand why you don’t
agree.
In the interviews, superintendents provided examples of demonstrating care by
giving gifts to staff members, gathering with staff members informally over meals
outside of the work environment, and providing opportunity drawings for community
members at meetings. As an example of demonstrating care in one observation, upon
arrival to a parent community forum, the superintendent handed two staff members a
personalized notecard to recognize them for their preparation for the meeting. Other
contexts that emerged from interviews for demonstrating care and concern were in
superintendents expressing interest in the overall safety and well-being of the district and
the community and a desire to minimize controversial public matters to maintain the
focus on the work of supporting students.
Care and trust were what one superintendent hoped people would recall about his
interactions with them:
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Because I was hoping the first part of it would be the word would be out there
that, “He really does care about us. He wants to know more about us.” I think
that’s where that intentionality comes, that you have to have that degree of
intentionality to begin to build the trust, but then the second part that goes with
the trust is you have to create experiences together.
Engage others in conversations to build relationships. Within the element of
intimacy, this theme generated the most frequencies. Engaging others in conversations
was referenced 153 times in 24 sources and comprised 36% of the coded content for the
element of intimacy. Leaders who create opportunities for others to share thoughts,
ideas, and concerns serve to create interpersonal connections and build trust for
individual and groups of individuals to depend on one another (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg
& Slind, 2012b). Leaders who infuse intimacy in conversations dialogue in personal and
authentic ways, which provides others a sense of who the leader is as a person while the
leader shares thoughts about organizational actions (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
All 10 superintendents in the study, 100%, provided examples of experiences
related to the importance of engaging others in conversation to build trusting
relationships. Twelve artifacts and two interviews were also coded with examples
representative of this theme. In order of highest frequency to lowest frequency within the
theme of engaging others in conversations to build relationships, listening to others,
building relationships, getting to know others, talking to others, engaging others in
conversation, followed by getting along well with and enjoying others were the themes.
Listening opportunities to get to know others better occurred in the district, school site,
and community meetings with students, parents, community members, and employees.
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Sometimes venues were one-to-one conversations, small group, or large group settings in
both public and private meetings with either focused agendas or informal social
gatherings. Listening was described by one superintendent as the need to listen more
than one speaks in the following comment:
I really had to listen and I really just had to listen. I listened about 25 minutes.
I spoke for 5 at the most. You have to be willing to just always be listening more
than you talk. I’m already pretty stuck on what I believe so it is probably even
more important for me to really listen about how I can shift some of that.
In order to focus on building relationships, one superintendent creates
opportunities for principals to share openly to foster trust without imposing an agenda as
shared in, “So, in building that relationship of trust, I want them to know that they can tell
me anything, that I’m not coming with an agenda.” Another superintendent stressed the
significance of engaging others in conversation as part of creating an effective work
environment:
Because communication is key, people have to feel that they’re getting direct
information. Intimacy is an interesting word for that because I would probably
call it more of collaboration, teamwork, relationships, trust building, all those
things you need as a foundation of a healthy organization, I don’t know if I would
call it intimacy, that’s an interesting terminology.
Opportunities to learn about students by engaging them in conversation was
described in an artifact by one superintendent through quoted information:
I love to ask students what they see their future is going to hold—what kinds of
things can we do to meet their needs? Those students are our future; they’re the
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generation that will move our country forward. What are the things they need to
be successful? I love to see energetic, passionate students that want to learn and
have ideas about how to give input into their learning. It’s a relationship—our
relationship with our students is critical.
Establish a team sense to seek solutions. This theme was referenced 67 times in
26 sources and comprised 16% of the coded content for the element of intimacy.
Numerous authors agree leaders who endeavor to create a culture of collaboration support
employee engagement, which may foster higher levels of motivation and problemsolving (Ackerman Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Gambetti & Biraghi, 2015; Groysberg
& Slind, 2012b). Organizational learning is how leaders create a culture. Leaders
establish a team sense when individual and group thoughts and actions become part of
how the organization is run to create organizational learning (Crossan et al., 1999; Vera
& Crossan, 2004).
In the interviews, all 10 superintendent participants in the study provided
examples of the importance of creating camaraderie between individuals on teams in
order to bring out divergent thinking, motivate creativity, and provide solutions for
effective communication and implementation of actions. There were 16 artifacts coded
for this theme. Establishing a team sense to seek solutions was described through
inclusive practices and establishing a vision and tone that served to create a team sense.
Different teams were formed for executive cabinet, cabinet, extended cabinet,
department, school site leadership, project and planning-related teams, classified and
support personnel teams, teachers’ councils, parents, students, and community members.
One superintendent shared how to include others in stating, “I trying to bring our staff
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members, different levels, and that’s classified, administrative, teachers, volunteers, or
parents or kids. Because that’s the client, our children.” A different superintendent
echoed the same sentiment by sharing, “I look forward to collaborating with our teachers,
staff, students and parents to elevate the district to the next level of success.” The
frequency and length of time including others in meetings with different groups depended
on the function of each group and ranged from daily check-ins to obtain status and make
connections, to weekly, monthly, intermittent, and on an as-needed basis.
The team sense philosophy motivated others to work collaboratively to identify
high leverage solutions to address challenges, needs, and implementation. In an
interview, a superintendent shared how sharing challenges and encouraging executive
cabinet members to provide solutions maintains the focus on the work while fostering a
team sense:
And do the problem-solving in our executive cabinet, so it’s a safe place to speak,
there’s no time limit put on anybody. We just need to get the work done at the
district, you’ve got to bring your issues in, present a solution to a problem, don’t
just come hand the problem out on the table, but let’s work together on that.
In a district newsletter, one superintendent defined how gathering solutionoriented input was also an opportunity to understand viewpoints:
Not only do people appreciate seeing their own ideas represented, they feel even
more valued because they are given the opportunity to weigh the different ideas
that have been shared. It’s not just providing input, it’s learning about other
perspectives, and evaluating the thoughts that have been shared.
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Establishing a vision for problem-solving supported fostering team sense as
illustrated by one superintendent’s comment, “But I have to have faith in my team that
they’re going to go out with the vision, bring the issues in, we work together, and that
everybody owns the problems and the solutions, that we work together.”
In a district newsletter, one superintendent inspired a sense of team by praising a
partnership with the city in stating,
On behalf of the Board of Education and the school district at large, a big shout
out and thank you to our city for all the great work they do for our kids. They are
strong, vital partners that help make (our city) unique.
Tell personal stories to make personal connections to others. This theme was
referenced 60 times in 14 sources and comprised 14% of the coded content for the
element of intimacy. When leaders share personal stories, they build relationships and a
culture of trust by connecting with others (Crowley, 2011; Denning, 2011; Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b). Conversational leaders share narratives that are personal and that have
been expressed to them by others. In doing so, they clarify input of the things that matter
most to themselves and others (Nichols, 2012).
All 10 superintendent participants in the study, 100%, provided support for this
theme in their interviews, referencing the value of making personal connections with
others by sharing personal stories. Two artifacts and two observations were coded for
this theme. The use of personal stories helped the superintendents to describe to various
audiences their personal purpose as educational leaders, reveal experiences, show
vulnerability and humility, and lay the groundwork for building trust. Personal narratives
were related to family, work, the organization, experiences growing up, educational
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lessons learned, and ideas gleaned from individuals and groups. A superintendent
addressed the value of telling personal stories to inspire optimism and momentum:
I do think it’s important to tell stories, but always the stories I pick always end
with something of hope and something about you can make a difference and so
the work that you’re doing, meaning those people that I’m talking to, each and
every day . . . like the difference between a kid thriving and a kid not is you. As
an adult you can make a difference by believing in any kid, your neighbor, the kid
on your team, your own child. I always end with something about a call to action
for the people there in the story.
Another superintendent stated in an interview that personal stories help to demonstrate
having had similar experiences as others to make a personal connection:
Okay, so I think humility is really important, and to build trust people need to
know that you’re human and that things that happened to you and your career are
things that happen to others. So, really, it’s about the situation, so whether I’m
talking to a teacher, or to a group of administrators, there’s a number of different
stories I might use to help them connect with me, as their leader and someone
who’s, sat in their shoes. And it’s all about that humility, that I might be the
superintendent right now, but I’ve been there where you are, and I have made
mistakes, and I’ve been successful, and we can all learn from each other.
An example from a superintendent highlighted how connecting on a personal level was
his first interaction when he joined the organization as its leader:
I talked about the influence my dad had on my choice in career, the influence my
grandmother had as I grew. It was probably about a 45-minute presentation with
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pictures and sound and different things, to try to start. I needed a starting point
that they would see, because they had no way to know me in July. I’d just been
hired, but a starting point of, “Okay, so that’s who he is.” Now it’s incumbent on
me to live that and to make sure that’s a part of my everyday behaviors and not
just, “I’m making a speech, I’m doing a behavior, so thus I’ve got to find a story
to drive home to build trust.” It needs to be all the time, or it won’t have the
authenticity that you need, that when it really counts, people will trust it.
Interactivity
The team of thematic peer researchers defined interactivity as the “bilateral or
multilateral exchange of comments and ideas, a back-and-forth process” (Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b, p. 64). Coding for interactivity resulted in four themes as demonstrated in
Table 8. The element of interactivity was referenced by all 10 study participants a total
of 300 times. The theme of interactivity represented 20% of the total responses. Table 8
presents the number of times each theme was referenced through interviews,
observations, and artifacts from district newsletters, social media posts, information from
district websites, online and print news articles, meeting agendas, and meeting minutes.
Accessibility and integrity promote trust. This theme was referenced nine
times in seven sources and comprised 3% of the coded content for the element of
interactivity. A leader’s ethos is the character others see that can establish trust through
his/her credibility (Becker & Wortmann, 2009). The integrity is expressed through
interaction with others in an ethical way. Conversational leaders noted that they needed
to extend their accessibility to everyone to accelerate transformation everywhere
including in society and organizations (Nichols, 2012).
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Table 8

Interactivity Themes
Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifact
sources

Total
sources

4

0

3

7

9

Communicate with
transparency

10

0

20

30

76

Create opportunities for
two-way dialogue

10

2

23

35

162

9

2

5

16

53

Theme
Accessibility and
integrity promote trust

Elicit solution-generating
responses

Frequency

Note. Sources include transcribed interviews, observations, and artifacts.

Four of the superintendent participants in the study, 40%, provided content for
this theme in their interviews, and three artifacts were coded to support this area. Being
available to others and consistently demonstrating integrity to promote trusting
relationships had the least frequencies within the interactivity element. Examples of
superintendents being accessible included extending an open-door policy to support those
in need, posting an open invitation to others to contact them on the district’s website, and
encouraging organizational members to engage in meetings to share concerns. One
superintendent believed that time was best spent “talking to people and hearing from
them,” and another shared how being accessible occurred when “that summer, I spent the
entire summer, face time with people, just bringing ‘em in individually. I met with 80
people individually over that summer.” A third superintendent provided details for how
to receive others and also seek interaction as part of being accessible:
I have an open-door policy. They can come in at any time about any topic. I do
the same. I drop in a lot on, not just them, but in all the offices whether it’s a
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director or assistant superintendent. I’ll go and see how people are doing and just
walk through. It gets me out of the office, and I don’t necessarily do that
intentionally, for any reason, just to check in.
A fourth superintendent shared accessibility to others by attending as many events as
possible. He commented, “I’m at every back to school night, every open house, and all
those events, so they always say that I’m by far the most visible superintendent they’ve
ever had.” Additionally, this superintendent elaborated that he makes it a priority to be in
classrooms and explained, “But now they realize that it’s a positive thing for me to be in
their rooms, and to know, to be able to validate the work that’s going on.” He went on to
explain, “Sometimes 3 minutes, you know? But it’s just enough to be able to say hi, talk
to kids, say, ‘Why are you working on that?’ Yeah, just kind of depends. Sometimes it’s
longer.”
Superintendents described integrity in the way that they had open, honest
communication with all stakeholders. As stated by one superintendent, “The
communication is really, really important that way. If you don’t have somebody who’s
really ethical and honest leading from the other side, that’s so much more difficult
because they really find it hard who to believe.” Another superintendent described how
leadership style influences trust and approachability:
Well . . . You know, I think that’s about trust. That goes back to your first
question. The strategies have to be based on a foundation of trust. So, my
leadership style has always been more collaborative and open so that people feel
that they can speak to me. I think that’s really the most important thing is if
you’re approachable.
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Communicate with transparency. This theme was referenced 76 times in 30
sources and comprised 25% of the coded content for the element of interactivity. Glaser
(2014) noted that a leader must be “present,” able to open up to others, and tuned in to
relationships. These elements include transparency when a leader is able to share what is
going on with the team to demonstrate a spirit of cohesion. Leaders communicate words
and actions in a transparent manner. According to Agote, Aramburu, Lines (2016),
“Transparency is a main characteristic of authentic leaders and it is also considered
central for building trust” (p. 42).
All 10 superintendent participants in the study, provided opinions for this theme
in their interviews, providing examples for how one communicates with others in
transparent ways. Twenty artifacts were also coded for this theme. Superintendents
described ways in which they communicate to be transparent by sharing information and
ideas between groups and following through by providing timely updates on actions.
Some of the ways they communicate messages are through face-to-face interactions,
e-mails, memorandums, social media posts, newsletters, agendas and minutes, surveys,
and through work with public relations and marketing companies. Transparency was
deemed essential by superintendents in a few examples related to prioritizing projects,
spending, labor disputes, employee release, and making needs public. In one instance,
transparency to clarify information when details are not accurate was presented by one
superintendent who elaborated, “I would say it’s the deeds that come after it, and it’s also
calling out the conversation when the details are wrong.” Being accessible, responsive,
and following through with updates was explained by another superintendent for how the
leader ensured actions were transparent by commenting,
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Well, how do I do that? I think it’s by being available. Meeting with people
regularly. I also drive home being timely with our responses. If someone does
e-mail us or call us, or needs something from us, please be responsive quickly.
A different superintendent explained that the content of meetings is shared with others so
that no one feels left out or ill-informed to be able to communicate with transparency:
And then we’ll read, and we’ll talk about how do we want to message within the
system our work together, so that leadership understands that the cabinet is not
just a dark hole where we meet and we decide on stuff and it’s just like this little
secret thing and then you guys learn about it months later we decide.
In a separate interview, one superintendent described that making his intent and
expectations known for the meeting aided being transparent:
So, when we met I said, “There’s some things I want as far as our meeting. And
I’m committed to improving. I’m committed to potentially making some
changes. I’m committed to listening to your recommendations and maybe even
considering them.” Ultimately my board has the last call and everything, I said,
“So just whatever we do, what works, we’re basically recommending. You guys
recommend to me, I will make the recommendation to my board.” They make the
final call.
A fourth superintendent mentioned that being straightforward with potential
employees was an opportunity to communicate transparently:
Welcome to the district. Tell me about you. You want me to look at your
resume, okay. Let me tell you about our district. It’s all about people. We hire
well, we fire well. Not trying to threaten you, but I’m just letting you know. If
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you like rolling in late, if you like being absent a lot, if you’re sick lot, if you
don’t like kids, if you don’t like resolving problems, go to [name of district
deleted]. This is not the place you want to be. You’re not going to last.
In an online message posted to the public, one superintendent encouraged families
to interact with the school and district staff to share their concerns transparently and seek
out answers to their questions in stating,
As we continue our academic journey in this new year, we renew our commitment
to consistent, transparent communication with our school community. Working
together, we can ensure the success, health, and safety of each of our children.
Parents who have questions or concerns during the year are encouraged to contact
their child’s school or the district office.
Create opportunities for two-way dialogue. This theme was referenced 162
times in 35 sources and comprised 54% of the coded content for the element of
interactivity. As Patterson et al. (2012) stated, a leader promotes and exhibits dialogue,
which is the free flow of meaning that occurs between two or more individuals.
Successful conversation revolves around pertinent information that is characteristic of the
sharing of open and honest opinions, feelings, and theories.
All 10 superintendent participants in the study provided ideas for the theme of
creating opportunities for two-way dialogue as an element of interactivity in their
interviews. The highest number of frequencies were coded for this theme within
interactivity. There were 23 artifacts and two observations coded to support this theme.
Superintendents referenced a willingness to create two-way opportunities for dialogue to
engage others through several communication venues. Some opportunities included

107

working committees such as task forces and steering committees, parent forums, cabinet
meetings, faculty and staff councils, meetings with union representatives, student
advisory councils, and formal and informal exchanges with employees at school sites.
One superintendent explained the importance of eliciting input by sharing,
We have teacher advisory council, we have a community advisory council, we
have a student advisory council. All of those councils I lead and they’re all about
feedback, and listening and getting information from the people we work with the
most.
In a different interview, a superintendent shared the significance of having varied
participants engage in a two-way dialogue to provide information relevant to making
decisions by stating, “I make sure that all the stakeholders are represented, students,
parents. Everyone that could possibly have a voice is represented on every committee,
that is appropriate that I create. I do a lot of things by committee.” Similarly, another
superintendent described that surveys that provide one-way information may be analyzed
by focus groups to generate two-way dialogue around the key details in explaining:
At least quarterly, some of us meet monthly, and so it’s not just enough to get the
information through the surveys and these data points, but it has to have those
feedback loops where you actually have dialogue. And that’s those committee
structures that we have.
A different superintendent shared how to provide opportunities for informal twoway dialogue by being accessible at the school sites:
I do lunch supervision at every school at least once a year. I go in classrooms too,
but lunch supervision. You stand there with a blow horn and a chocolate milk
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you’re opening for some little kindergartner. Random teachers will walk by and
talk to you, and they’ll start opening milk. And what we do we’ll talk about
something that’s maybe they wouldn’t have talked about otherwise.
Two superintendents addressed the need to meet face-to-face to solve problems
through a two-way dialogue. One superintendent suggested, “You’ll never solve an issue
with e-mail. You say, ‘Hey, I need to meet with you so we can discuss this.’ Set it up,
go meet with them, don’t do it in e-mail.”
A seventh superintendent shared language to elicit two-way dialogue:
And so, for example with the cabinet members, I’ve said over and over again,
almost every time we have cabinet, “You can contradict me. Tell me what you
think. I wanna hear your point of view. What we wanna do is get to the best
solution.” And sometimes I say, “Tell me why what I just said is wrong,” to help
free them up to know that I actually really do need to hear what they say.”
One online message from a superintendent posted on the district website highlighted how
a superintendent engaged students in a two-way dialogue:
I love to ask students what they see their future is going to hold—what kinds of
things can we do to meet their needs? Those students are our future; they’re the
generation that will move our country forward. What are the things they need to
be successful? I love to see energetic, passionate students that want to learn and
have ideas about how to give input into their learning. It’s a relationship—our
relationship with our students is critical.
Elicit solution-generating responses. This theme was referenced 53 times in 16
sources and comprised 18% of the coded content for the element of interactivity. Kouzes
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and Posner (2012) postulated leaders must engage employees by creating conditions that
value their experimentation and innovation leading to improvements in processes and
productivity to yield positive change. A leader must elicit conversation among staff
because as Weber (as cited in Hurley & Brown, 2010) stated, “Conversations are the way
workers discover what they know, share it with their colleagues, and in the process create
new knowledge for the organization” (p. 1).
Nine superintendent participants in the study, 90%, provided comments for this
theme in their interviews to share that interactivity is a means for eliciting solutiongenerating responses. Five artifacts and two observations were coded for this theme.
Some of the challenge areas superintendents discussed in the interviews in which they
elicited solutions from groups were related to suspension and expulsion rates, low student
enrollment, the need for programs, and marketing strategies to promote the schools. One
superintendent provided clear expectations to cabinet members for their role in sharing
ideas and generating solutions:
Their role, when they come in, the first thing we say to them is, “Okay, cabinet is
a participation sport, so you’re not here just to . . . We’re going to ask you,” and
we’re intentional about pulling them in and say, “From a principal’s perspective,
what are your thoughts on that?” Or, “Could you check?”
Similarly, a second superintendent asks critical questions at cabinet meetings to
elicit idea sharing:
I meet with them all the time and we go around. Everybody can contribute.
When we’re going to do something I say, “What do you think?” I always make
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them go first. I go, “I don’t want to tell you what I’m thinking. I want to hear
your ideas first. I might change my mind.”
Another superintendent explained how asking follow up questions of department
heads after a meeting engages them in an opportunity to clarify and provide solutions:
That being said, when they leave, I get up to my desk and I do the list, and I zip
an e-mail to each person that’s like ED Services . . .“Hey, did we implement a
new curriculum and didn’t do any PD?” I don’t bark at people, but I say “Can
you please meet with me tomorrow so we can talk about this?”
A third superintendent commented on the benefit of being open to act on
recommendations others make:
That wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t have had that exchange of ideas. That
really happened because you have to have the ear that when you can hear that this
might be more than just listening, that maybe there needs to be more, you have to
be able to read that moment and then say, “Can you come in and meet with me?”
One way a different superintendent elicited ideas to solve problems was by
offering the opportunity for executive and extended cabinet members to suggest meeting
agenda items in sharing: “Everyone is expected to bring us an update from their
department, and then any issues they’re dealing with that they need feedback from the
group. That happens once a month.” In one observation of a private meeting between a
superintendent and the assistant superintendent of educational services, the
superintendent asked clarifying questions. The superintendent prompted, “Give me an
example of how this professional development experience will support building capacity
of the teachers after the pupil-free day.” Asking reflective questions enabled the
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superintendent to have the cabinet-level member explain a solution for empowering
teachers.
Inclusion
The team of thematic peer researchers defined inclusion as the commitment to the
process of engaging stakeholders to share ideas and participate in the development of the
organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & Brown, 2010). Coding for inclusion
resulted in four themes as noted in Table 9. This element of inclusion was referenced by
all 10 participants a total of 415 times. The theme of inclusion represented 27% of the
total responses. Table 9 presents the number of times each theme was referenced through
interviews, observations, and artifacts from district newsletters, social media posts,
information from district websites, online and print news articles, meeting agendas, and
meeting minutes.
Table 9
Inclusion Themes
Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifact
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

10

2

17

29

84

Align communication with
the shared
organizational goals

9

1

24

34

90

Trust members to have
meaningful engagement

6

2

33

41

169

Value and appreciate others

6

2

33

41

72

Theme
Actively listen to
demonstrate input
matters

Note. Sources include transcribed interviews, observations, and artifacts.
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Actively listen to demonstrate input matters. This theme was referenced 84
times in 29 sources and comprised 20% of the coded content for the element of inclusion.
An authentic leader shows a willingness to receive and give feedback (Agote et al.,
2016). A leader discovers what may be challenging the employee’s work performance
personally and professionally, identifies career aspirations, and creates a mutual
development plan with the employee to help in goal attainment. Another strategy for
leaders to connect on a personal level with employees is in “heart to heart” meetings
(Crowley, 2011).
All 10 superintendent participants in the study provided views for this theme in
their interviews, referencing the value of actively listening to demonstrate that the
thoughts, ideas, and concerns of others made a difference. There were 17 artifacts and
two observations coded to support this theme. Actively listening had the lowest number
of frequencies within the theme of inclusion. Examples of listening actively were
explained by superintendents in terms of how they asked questions to seek understanding,
how they listened intently to hear concerns, and how they validated that the thoughts of
others were important. One superintendent shared that caring for others demonstrated
appreciation by stating, “You have to nurture that relationship. You have to feed them,
literally feed them. You have to also make sure that you’re listening to them.” Another
superintendent shared a similar sentiment about caring for others in mentioning, “I think
people want to be loved but not like love, romantic love, but that people want to think
you genuinely care for them as people.” This same superintendent also provided the
example of crediting others to show appreciation in how one may “really give away
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credit every opportunity that you have. This same superintendent shared how to
appreciate the ideas of others by crediting them:
When someone gives a good idea that comes to fruition, I keep a little note in that
notebook and then I remember to go, “Remember that meeting when you said
this? This happened.” Then I talk about it at meetings. I’ll say at a PTA
meeting, “You know, we have a career newsletter every month now” and they all
love it. I go, “Do you know where that came from?” They go, “Where?” I go,
“PTA council meeting 4 years ago.”
In three artifacts, examples for how superintendents showed appreciation by
crediting others’ contributions were highlighted. In the first newsletter posted on the
district’s website, one superintendent was quoted as stating, “No one person can do this
work” and “We have an amazing team and a very committed board of education.” In an
online message to the public posted on the district website related to and produced by a
different superintendent, the superintendent shared, “With the vision of the Board of
Education, commitment of the staff, and support of our families, one of the District’s
Priority Goals is for every student to complete at least one AP course in high school.”
Finally, a third message posted online by a different superintendent valued the work of
others by providing, “We are grateful for the hundreds of dedicated volunteers who
worked diligently to ensure the passage of Measure S in 2016 and to the voters in the
communities that we serve for agreeing that our students deserve modernized facilities.”
One superintendent shared how involving others in events demonstrated
appreciation:
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We do a breakfast and the PTA comes, and everybody comes. It’s a real
happy event. We invite guest speakers in, but we decided one year just to
have our people speak with this whole connected piece. We’d pick a classified
employee. . . . We sent a message out, “If you’re interested in presenting, we’ll
pay you. Give me a call or send me an e-mail.” We had more people than we
ever thought we would. So, we had administrator, classified, and a teacher.
Align communication with the shared organizational goals. This theme was
referenced 90 times in 34 sources and comprised 22% of the coded content for the
element of inclusion. A great leader must communicate desired goals to get “people to
understand and remember what he [she] says” (Becker & Wortmann, 2009, p. 57), which
promotes accomplishing them. A leader’s effective communication strategies have been
proven to promote and accomplish successful outcomes (Tourish & Hargie, 2004).
Nine superintendent participants in the study, 90%, provided opinions for this
theme in their interviews, describing ways to align communication with shared
organizational aims an inclusive practice. There were 24 artifacts and one observation
coded for this theme. Sharing information with transparency and aligning the
organizational message with actions supported how the districts were able to make strides
toward attaining organizational goals. One superintendent told how sharing information
up front was a way to be transparent in stating, “So some of it is having those strategic
conversations before things go public, so people feel like they were honored in the
process.” Another superintendent shared, “Publishing the work of the committee,
minutes to share with other stakeholders, I think is important, because not everybody
feels that just because they’re being represented that they are represented,” to illustrate
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sharing ideas for greater transparency. Another superintendent explained transparency as
providing information with equality by expressing, “So my whole issue is about everyone
gets the same amount of information so there are no secrets.”
In the area of aligning communication to the organizational message to achieve
desired outcomes, one superintendent shared how communicating concise goals
facilitates stakeholders’ conversations in asserting, “We want simple goals, and they need
to be long term.” Another superintendent described how the board’s goals were shared
widely across the district for greater inclusion:
So, what’s really important, every year in terms of the goals, is that as our board, I
identify their legacy and what they want to do for the school district, that those get
operationalized, or basically get systematized within the organization. Because
they are a governing body and their need to be aligned with the work that we’re
doing.
Another superintendent provided examples for how the organizational message
must be pervasive across communication channels by stakeholders, and the language
used should be consistent with the shared organizational goals by maintaining, “And so,
my point is it’s got to be we all need to use the same language, board members included,
[and] administrators.” This superintendent elaborated on how to disseminate the message
for greatest consumption by commenting,
That’s I mean, I got e-mail, I got text, we have social media. Whatever method
we want to use, we can get out. We can send out an old school memo, we can
have all the principals parrot something at each school.
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As an example to align communication with the organization’s goals, one superintendent
shared, “I think that’s one of the reasons how, is that you make it a part of the everyday
work that we do and keep it connected that way, so they’re always doing it.”
One superintendent offered thoughts in an online message that aligned to the
shared organizational goals from the district strategic plan:
We have a strong base from which to launch this Strategic Plan. The Plan will
challenge us to think differently on how we serve our students as we create
personalized learning environments and engage the disengaged. We want student
achievement to reach new heights as a result of both students and educators
thinking critically in the learning environment.
Trust members to have meaningful engagement. This theme was referenced
169 times in 41 sources and comprised 41% of the coded content for the element of
inclusion. To motivate others and promote “greater employee engagement. . . one’s
language and tone” (Becker & Wortmann, 2009, p. 38) can be selectively employed
toward different levels of staff. A leader adept at organizational conversation can employ
it as a means to develop employee trust, interactivity, and engagement (Barge, 2014;
Bowman, 2014).
Six superintendent participants in the study, 60%, provided responses for this
theme in their interviews, referencing the importance of trusting members of the
organization to engage in meaningful ways. There were 33 artifacts and two observations
coded for this theme. Superintendents in this study described approaches to actively
engage internal and external stakeholders in the organization because of trusting others.
Superintendents described how they included multiple stakeholders in meetings, such as
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students, parents, union leaders, motivational speakers, department representatives,
cabinet, community, and classified and certificated staff. They provided formats to
involve others in providing feedback, planning processes, problem-solving, prioritizing,
and communication. In an update to the public written by one superintendent and posted
on the district website, it was emphasized that “no one person can do this work,” attesting
to the value of trusting members of the learning community to engage in meaningful
ways to ensure the success of the organization.
One superintendent demonstrated trust by extending opportunities for others to
take a leading role:
Like our leadership events in the summer used to be all administrators. Now
every site picks three to 20 teachers. They come and we rotate the teachers every
year that meet with the administrators for one half day to a full day on the
leadership events, getting ready for the next year, and I love including them.
Another superintendent endeavored to include internal stakeholders in generating
solutions that permeated multiple levels of the organization:
Okay, here’s the district. Okay, here’s our dashboard. Okay, you break that
down at your school site by your subgroups, by your classrooms, your teachers.
What teachers do you need to sit and have data chats with? How do we make that
real within your classroom? And each principal in terms of inclusivity has to be
able to take this larger set of broad goals and the vision that we have for the
district down into the classroom, and what they do on that campus every day.
And that includes, you know, all the elements of all the various stakeholder
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groups, as well as all the different student groups and populations that they have
to meet.
A third superintendent provided examples for how to engage others in sharing
their ideas related to the district’s LCAP plan and budget:
One of the things we do very intentionally is solicit opinions from people, from
parents, from students and from staff, about some of the key areas that we’re
working on as the district. And we’ve done that in oral settings, small group
settings. We’ve done that through paper and pencil surveys. We have a student
advisory group that’s participating in that.
A different superintendent attested to garnering input from stakeholders through a
message published in an update posted on the district website:
We are continually looking for input from our parents, teachers, students, staff
and community members to help make our schools even better. One way that
appears to have been very successful is an on-line survey through Thought
Exchange. This e-mail generated format produced significant input: 1,200
Participants, 2,133 thoughts and ideas, 61,349 Stars (indicating importance of
ideas to those surveyed).
In an online back-to-school message posted to the public, one superintendent
reflected on how meaningful engagement with stakeholders resulted in a plan to improve
mental health services for students:
In addition, summer break also afforded essential time to focus on the important
work surrounding student wellness and mental health. Our Wellness Team, under
the direction of [name], identified and analyzed gaps in the well-established
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student wellness and mental health services provided by the District. As a result,
recommendations were made to increase supports at all of our schools with the
hiring of a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA), as well as Registered
Behavior Technicians (RBT), Wellness Specialists, and additional Intern
Psychologists. These individuals will now provide counseling, guidance, and
behavioral support to students both in and out of the classroom.
Value and appreciate others. This theme was referenced 72 times in 41 sources
and comprised 17% of the coded content for the element of inclusion. A leader validates
the contributions and hard work of others (Becker & Wortmann, 2009). Showing staff
that they are valued demonstrates appreciation. Leaders can inspire and motivate when
they “encourage the heart by giving others credit, acknowledging and celebrating their
successes, and rewarding them for their achievements” (Nichols, 2012, pp. 46-47).
Six superintendent participants in the study, 60%, provided thoughts for this
theme in their interviews, referencing the importance of valuing and appreciating them as
part of inclusion. This theme had the same number of frequencies as trust members to
have meaningful engagement. There were 33 artifacts and two observations coded for
this theme. Superintendents in this study demonstrated appreciation and valuing others
by supporting the success of others and caring for them. To support the success of fellow
employees, one superintendent shared,
I think you’re there and then when they flounder you step in and help them so it’s
not obvious. You don’t embarrass them. If they’re terrible at something you tell
them later in private. You publicly only promote them. Privately you help them.
Another superintendent described valuing students by supporting their success by saying:
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Of course, all districts, we all care about students and want our students to do
well, but whether you explicitly call that out as a focus that we want to keep
our . . . that the bottom line is, how are the kids are doing? What are we doing
to support them? How do we as the adults help our kids do well rather than are
the kids doing what we want? Hopefully, the outcome is the same, but it’s just
the approach.
A different superintendent described valuing others by declaring,
It’s up to us as superintendents to give credit to our boards and to our principals
and our teachers and our staff and our families and our kids. They’re the ones out
there doing the work. I have a saying. I say if you are not a teacher you are
overhead. We are about, at the core, our teaching and learning.
One superintendent started the year with a welcome back event to demonstrate care and
value of employees and described,
It’s basically to say welcome back, a little fluffy event. I like a little happy event
every now and then as much as anybody. I like being a ham and messing around
with our school community and doing some fun stuff with our staff.
Another superintendent demonstrates appreciation through words of
encouragement shared with students by affirming,
I just told them I so much appreciate, number one, them being open about that
because these are some kids who were on the verge of dropping out and how they
got their life back together, you know. I said, “That’s how we become better,
guys. That’s why we do our job.”
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Intentionality
The team of thematic peer researchers defined intentionality as ensuring clarity of
purpose that includes goals and direction to create order and meaning (Barge, 1985;
Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Men, 2012). Coding for intentionality resulted in six themes.
The element of intentionality was referenced by all 10 participants a total of 388 times.
The theme of intentionality represented 25% of the total responses. Table 10 presents the
number of times each theme was referenced through interviews, observations, and
artifacts from district newsletters, social media posts, information from district websites,
online and print news articles, meeting agendas, and meeting minutes.
Table 10
Intentionality Themes
Interview
sources

Observation
sources

Artifact
sources

Total
sources

Frequency

Communicate a studentcentered agenda

2

0

11

13

15

Communicate honestly and
with transparency

6

1

7

14

23

Create meaningful
opportunities to
exchange ideas

9

2

11

22

114

Guide purpose-driven
actions to support
organizational goals

10

2

18

30

114

Provide timely, targeted
information through
multiple venues

10

2

43

55

102

7

0

4

11

20

Theme

Serve as a model for others

Note. Sources include transcribed interviews, observations, and artifacts.
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Communicate a student-centered agenda. This theme was referenced 15 times
in 13 sources and comprised 4% of the coded content for the element of intentionality.
Superintendent Ackerman used hundreds of community individuals, students and parents,
and teachers and administrators to bring intentionality of purpose into the district to
create “Excellence for All, a strategic plan” (Ackerman, 2007, p. 31). The initiative of
this leader was conveyed to all district staff so they could improve student learning and
achievement through “academic initiatives, fiscal and human resources, and district-wide
accountability systems” (p. 31). Communicating a student-centered agenda focuses the
work for all involved. According to Waters and Marzano (2006), district superintendents
have been found to have a “statistically significant relationship. . . between district
leadership and student achievement” (p. 3).
Two superintendent participants in the study, 20%, provided views for this theme
in their interviews, explaining the need to maintain students’ best interest at the heart of
matters. There were 11 artifacts and zero observations coded for this theme. This theme
had the lowest number of frequencies for the element of intentionality. One
superintendent described being responsible for communicating about programs and
people to best support students’ success in maintaining:
But the reason I do all these things, and I’m accountable to it too, it’s about push
forward a progressive agenda for kids. There’s all these things. But my point is
everybody kind of knows it, but why I say . . . the communication piece is
consistent.
Another superintendent highlighted how an online, personalized learning platform
was made available to students across the district to support a student-focused resource:
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Here’s an example of their using Khan and other strategies to get on . . . so we’ll
have presentations. We’ll have videos. We’ll have documentation. So you’ll see
these different things. So in this district, every school has Khan Academy for
example. All have school tutorials. They have Khan schools. They have
extended school year. But it’s all related too . . . so it targets the nearly missed,
the not missed. Then all the other schools can have . . . because we give them all
the tools. They can use that for those resources, too.
District newsletters also referenced students at the center of programs and
decisions surrounding how to best support students. One superintendent was quoted as
stating, “We are also excited to be launching new programs and services, continuing to
prepare students for successful college, career and Science, Technology, Engineering, Art
and Math (STEAM) experiences.” The superintendent went on to discuss,
The District’s teachers and principals are providing a rigorous instructional
program that engages all students in deeper levels of collaboration, critical
thinking and creativity. We believe that “what’s best for our students comes first
and foremost,” and we continue to push for greater levels of success within our
organization.
In a newsletter, a different superintendent described a personal aim to achieve an
intentional student-centered agenda to prepare students for their future, maintaining,
Educationally, continuing to make that progress in addition to working closely
with our community to communicate openly on what the future is for our
students. How do we design the programs that are going to make our students
competitive in both college and careers?
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Communicate honestly and with transparency. This theme was referenced 23
times in 14 sources and comprised 6% of the coded content for the element of
intentionality. A leader displays authenticity through the practice of solid values, leading
with heart, and revealing his or her genuine self (George, 2003). Being honest and
communicating with transparency helps others to see the leader as someone with
integrity. An authentic leader exhibits self-awareness, balanced processing, selfregulation, and relational transparencies (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Gardner et al., 2005;
Kernis, 2003).
Six superintendent participants in the study, 60%, provided perspectives for this
theme in their interviews, describing the need to communicate with others honestly and
with transparency. There were seven artifacts and one observation coded for this theme.
One superintendent described the need to be forthright about the rationale behind actions
to communicate honestly:
You have to really ask people and then you can’t punish them for feedback you
don’t like. Right? When you ask for it . . . I’ve learned don’t tell people you’re
open to the outcome and get their feedback and then you’re really not. Either
own, “You guys, this is what I’m going to do and here’s why” or say, “I’m not
sure what I’m going to do and I want your input” or, “I already did this. I’m not
sure it went the way I was hoping. Can you give me some feedback?” Then take
that feedback.
Another superintendent shared how to communicate with transparency through
frequent reports and welcoming questions in public settings:
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I do a staff report. We meet monthly in board meetings only. We don’t do it
every other week. And in that space, the board had asked me to give them reports
in various areas that’s connected to the strategic plan. And they initially wanted it
more from the superintendent’s evaluation in close session, want the report back.
I think they wanted it quarterly. And I said, “I’ll do something better. I’d like to
be able to do them monthly. And I’d like to do it in public. So that way why not
share it with the community, not only just the five of you on how we’re doing.
And I’d like you to ask the questions publicly, in front of them, in front of me, so
we can all learn together.” It’s not a public hearing, but I just want them to see
and listen to what you’re asking, what you’re expecting to me, and I’m able to
really let you know if I’m missing the mark or not.
Another superintendent elaborated on the responsibility to speak with
transparency to reflect the true state of the district:
My responsibility to make sure it’s connected to our goals, where we are as an
organization in the moment, and if the organization is being pushed on or
teetering in some way because of something that’s happened, then it’s my
responsibility to settle with my words to help settle the organization that way,
words and actions. If it’s we have momentum, then it’s also my responsibility to
make sure we don’t lose the momentum, to make sure that we keep moving when
we have those, and to build more.
In an update published online by one superintendent, sentiments were expressed
to transparently address safety in stating, “For safety reasons, we cannot publicly share
certain tactical protocols jointly developed with law enforcement and our Office of
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School Safety and Emergency Preparedness, but please know that we continually revise
and improve our plans using guidance from national experts.”
Create meaningful opportunities to exchange ideas. This theme was referenced
114 times in 22 sources and comprised 29% of the coded content for the element of
intentionality. A leader uses many rounds of conversation to bring about the crosspollination of ideas, creating unanticipated or unexpected connections, the development
of new knowledge, and creating action opportunities (Hurley & Brown, 2010, p. 1).
Opportunities to exchange ideas strengthen an organization. Leaders may also engage
employees by creating conditions that value experimentation and innovation that may
lead to improvements in processes and productivity yielding positive change (Kouzes &
Posner, 2012).
Nine superintendent participants in the study, 90%, provided ideas for this theme
in their interviews, referencing that they create meaningful opportunities in which to
exchange ideas with others. There were 11 artifacts and two observations coded for this
theme. This theme and the theme, “guide purpose-driven actions to support
organizational goals,” both had the largest and same number of frequencies related to the
element of intentionality. Superintendents in the study intentionally created opportunities
for others to engage in two-way dialogue by asking critical questions to seek ideas and
attempted to listen to understand the perspectives of others. One superintendent
described how to use cabinet meetings as a forum to discuss issues, seek input, and
challenge one another’s thinking:
Well, I liked this and I liked that. I’ll say, “What did you like best? What do you
think could be better?” And exec cabinet were brutal with one another in a good
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way. “What do you think about that?” We really give each other feedback. Like,
“Well, when you said that I think some people mistook it” or, “It seemed a little
intense. I think it should have been a little more loving.”
Another superintendent brings stakeholders together to evaluate data and create an
opportunity to engage in meaningful dialogue:
Right, so part of what we would do through strategic planning is bring in data that
is reflective of how we’ve done on the goals from the last year. Whether it’s
challenges, it’s our academics, it’s our data on enrollment, any data point
suspensions on the dashboard, all of that. Bringing that into a strategic planning
group, where you have the stakeholders. Now, how big or large that it is, or how
small, you know, it really depends on how we set up the process. But I would
envision 40, 50 people, all different kinds of stakeholders, we’re all going to look
at the data together. How do we do all these goals, and then identify, “Okay did
we do well? Do we need to do more, do we need to do less of something, do we
need to do something new? What’s the future possibilities here?”
A third superintendent plans multiple opportunities for diverse groups to engage
in sharing ideas and solutions by discussing various topics:
So for example, I have the parent forum, I have the CAC, I have the DCAC, I
have the DELAC, I have the CAAP, which is the Concerned African American
Parent Group. Then I have a new group of the Pacific Islander Voyage. So any
parent can go to any of these meetings. Some go to all of them to be honest with
you, but we’ll share the same data issues at these pieces.
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A different superintendent engaged board members in meaningful ways to share ideas:
There again, that midyear board workshop is an important piece, because the
board comes to value that time where they can just talk about goals. We also at
that workshop, spend a couple of hours looking at vision, mission, core values,
strategic goals, and also governance protocols. This year we revisited model
standards for governance teams and we revisited board superintendent
communication and protocols for how we communicate.
Guide purpose-driven actions to support organizational goals. This theme was
referenced 114 times in 30 sources and comprised 29% of the coded content for the
element of intentionality. Leaders guide purpose-driven actions via outlining a specific
set of goals and communicating them to district staff “to help the district achieve its
mission and overall strategic goals” (Ascough, 2010, p. 3). Superintendents are
responsible for moving the organization toward attaining goals.
All 10 superintendent participants in the study provided responses for this theme
in their interviews, discussing ways in which they intentionally guide purposeful actions
to support attainment of organizational goals. There were 18 artifacts and two
observations coded for this theme. This theme and the theme “create meaningful
opportunities to exchange ideas” both had the largest and same number of frequencies
related to the element of intentionality. Superintendents guided purpose-driven activities
by stating clear expectations for communication activities. One superintendent expressed
the need to make the organization’s purpose clear by communicating the motto frequently
with others throughout the learning community:
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I think you just have to keep making sure that you’re back to asking questions of
why and that everyone in your organization knows the purpose. It’s like say the
purpose, communicate the purpose, write the purpose. What is our purpose? Our
purpose in our district is to ignite unlimited possibilities for all kids. That is our
motto. Period.
Another superintendent shared how to maintain the focus on the work and
creating a structure to make actions systematic to attain organizational goals:
Okay, so I talked about the board goals. This kind of goes back to that, clarity,
and making sure that you operationalize the work. That there’s the vision and
there’s the feel-good piece but there actually has to be goals and objectives and
how you get things done and how to systematize things.
A third superintendent intentionally steered staff members to focus on purposedriven academic goals:
That being said, we’re kind of saying that the new thing we’re saying collectively,
and I’ve been kind of the spearhead behind it being more intentional, being the
bad cop, is saying our test scores need to go up. We’re creating whole-minded,
whole-bodied kids, but the academic piece could be a little bit better. That’s the
piece we need to work on.
A fourth superintendents commented on how to focus on purpose-driven
questions to create greater alignment to support organizational goals:
And that’s not people asking; it’s people making decisions that sometimes work
really well in conjunction with the vision of the district and sometimes don’t.
And where they don’t is when I think questions are really helpful to help them
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see, how does this connect to . . . how will this help us? What else could we be
thinking about? Is there another way we could have handled this? What can we
learn from this, things like that?
In an observation of a superintendent and an assistant superintendent, the
superintendent guided planning actions to ensure a smooth pupil free-day event by
offering intermittent prompts like, “Don’t forget about . . . ,” “Have we thought about
how to best . . . ,” and “Give me an example of how we will . . . ”
Provide timely, targeted information through multiple venues. This theme
was referenced 102 times in 55 sources and comprised 26% of the coded content for the
element of intentionality. Leaders can use a variety of methods to communicate
information to district staff such as via e-mails, memos, speeches, and the Internet
(Ascough, 2010). Print materials can also be employed such as newsletters, but
assessments based on responses to communication can facilitate targeting audiences
using the medium that provides the best access (Callan & Levinson, 2015; TP21CS,
2008). Mediated communication via social networks (West & Turner, 2010) is one
medium leaders can use to reach community stakeholders and district staff. Leaders need
to be able to use various forms of technology that is available to them via the district or
work toward upgrading technology to keep up with incoming and outgoing
communication (Callan & Levinson, 2015).
All 10 superintendent participants in the study provided comments for this theme
in their interviews, referencing the value providing timely and targeted information
through multiple venues. There were 43 artifacts and two observations coded for this
theme. Superintendents provided timely, targeted information in their organizations by
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intentionally planning and preparing to engage with others. One superintendent
described how to track and reference highlights and refinements for events by sharing,
“I keep a folder for every event on what went well and what needs to be different for the
following year so I don’t forget.” Another superintendent intentionally plans to lead
conversations with department members to align work to the board’s goals:
Hey these are the things the board wants to work on, within your departments or
divisions. We’ve got to have a conversation about the work that we do so that it
lines up to our governance objectives and what our board wants to do, and they
don’t always see the connection there.
One superintendent described the venues used to provide timely messages to
internal and external stakeholders in sharing:
We use our social media, but a lot of using Facebook, the social media, because
for a while when I was doing my walkthroughs then I was taking pictures, then
I’d have to write notes, then take a look at pictures so I didn’t forget.
Another superintendent commented on how communication shifted from paper
format to more timely and automated digital channels once a communications firm was
hired in sharing,
The communications were mainly staff notes, staff fliers and information and
newsletters. But it wasn’t really too much of communication out to the
community. And over the years, various board members have said, “You know,
we really need to do a better job.”
A different superintendent addressed how targeted information is funneled
through cabinet meetings that focus on aligning organizational plans:
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There’s different ways, different levels. I know with my cabinet we have
weekday reporting back where we’re connecting any of the reports that come
back my way with our strategic plan, with our LCAP. So it’s really trying to keep
them speaking about, being very intentional when it comes to this is where I want
your report to me. Are we touching it? Are we addressing it? Are we moving it?
And just really taking a look and making sure that our benchmark dates that we’re
reporting when we say we’re going to report out, how well we’re doing. So in
cabinet that’s done.
Another superintendent highlighted that sharing targeted information often in
multiple venues allowed for timely sharing of organizational content:
You get a lot of community interest, a lot of service club participation, PTA,
foundation and tons of volunteerism. It’s really a good opportunity to have many
conversations, all the time, almost every night somewhere for something,
foundation tonight. There’s always something going on. Those are lots of
opportunities for community contacts. That’s really how you build your support,
is talking with people when you don’t need something. I think being immersed in
the community.
In a newspaper article, one superintendent shared timely and targeted instructional
focus details with the public by explaining,
Our instructional focus includes teaching the California State Standards, AVID in
elementary through high school, PLC Collaboration, Response to Intervention,
and Safe and Civil Schools, with support from Academic Coaches at all schools
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as well as K-12 Counselors, all of which is coordinated in support of preparing
our students for College and Careers.
Serve as a model for others. This theme was referenced 20 times in 11 sources
and comprised 5% of the coded content for the element of intentionality. As the district’s
leader and a role model for others, superintendents need to be astute communicators,
training others on the relational aspects of working together that can be achieved by
promoting conversational capacity (Weber, 2013). Leaders who model positive selfregard and focus on their strengths “carried over to their followers, who became more
assured and held lofty outlooks as well” (Nichols, 2012, p. 46).
Seven superintendent participants in the study, 70%, provided suggestions for this
theme in their interviews in reference to the need to intentionally serve as a model for
others. There were four artifacts and zero observations coded for this theme.
Superintendents in the study described that they intentionally self-reflected and were
cognizant of their role to serve as a model for others. This theme had the second lowest
number of frequencies in the intentionality theme. One superintendent described
consistency in modeling behavior congruent with one’s values:
I would hope that I do that always. I think you model what you believe and what
you’re about in everything you say and do. As a leader, when I do something
later and I can read that room it didn’t go well I own that. The intentionality has
to be . . . I can’t say bring joy to work and not bring it. I cannot say I’m about all
kids and then not show that in what I believe and what I say.
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Another superintendent explained how to intentionally model passion for others:
We have to convince them. We have to help them see that whatever direction it
is, it’s something that’s worthwhile, so that they really believe in it. And it’s not
buy-in. It’s not even ownership. It’s when it becomes a deep-felt belief that
they’ve adopted and seen the value of, then it’s real. And a memo can’t do that.
Another superintendent addressed how intentionally modeling creates a format for
others to emulate:
And so, I try to model the behavior, so that way when I’m getting the staff reports
to the board on other areas that they’re also keeping in line with what they
wanted, which is connected to the strategic plan. So, it really encourages their
direct reports director to do the same thing to them. So, everyone’s doing the
same thing. And I see that, even the furniture thing. When I moved into this
place, and it’s amazing, I didn’t know that this position, this seat had so much
influence without even opening your mouth.
A different superintendent described how to model actions congruent with values
by coaching an administrator to be visible in classrooms:
You have to spend time with people, get out of your offices. If I am always
calling you and you pick it up it drives me crazy. Take your phone with you but
you should be out of your office. Have you been in classrooms every day? “Sure,
but we’re really busy.” I said, “I know so let’s talk about what we can get rid of.”
You have to be in classrooms or teachers won’t value you. They won’t believe
you know what you’re talking about. I guess I give very clear direction about
what you believe is what you do with your time.
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Key Findings
In this qualitative study, interviews, artifacts, and observations provided data that
were coded for themes. Extensive analysis of the data produced nine key findings.
Themes that generated greater than 20% of the frequencies for each conversational
leadership element were identified as key findings. There were nine key conversational
leadership findings in this study that represented how exemplary unified school district
superintendents lead their organizations using the four elements of conversational
leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Intimacy Key Findings
1. Superintendents create trust through honest and authentic conversations. This theme
represented 23% of the coded frequencies for the element of intimacy and was
referenced 95 times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school district
superintendents.
2. Relationships are built by engaging others in conversation. This theme represented
36% of the coded frequencies for the element of intimacy and was referenced 153
times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school district superintendents.
Interactivity Key Findings
3. Transparency in communication is important to positive interaction with followers.
This theme represented 25% of the coded frequencies for the element of interactivity
and was referenced 76 times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school
district superintendents.
4. Positive interaction with followers is built on two-way dialogue. This theme
represented 54% of the coded frequencies for the element of interactivity and was
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referenced 162 times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school district
superintendents.
Inclusion Key Findings
5. Solutions and feedback are elicited through two-way dialogue to meet shared
organizational goals. This theme represented 22% of the coded frequencies for the
element of inclusion and was referenced 90 times in different sources by nine
exemplary unified school district superintendents.
6. Meaningful engagement is attained through trust. This theme represented 41% of the
coded frequencies for the element of inclusion and was referenced 169 times in
different sources by six exemplary unified school district superintendents.
Intentionality Key Findings
7. Intentional opportunities for engagement generate a meaningful exchange of ideas.
This theme represented 29% of the coded frequencies for the element of intentionality
and was referenced 114 times in different sources by nine exemplary unified school
district superintendents.
8. Superintendents guide purpose-driven actions to support attainment of organizational
goals. This theme represented 29% of the coded frequencies for the element of
intentionality and was referenced 114 times in different sources by 10 exemplary
unified school district superintendents.
9. Intentional planning and preparation allow for the timely and targeted dissemination
of information through multiple communication venues. This theme represented 26%
of the coded frequencies for the element of intentionality and was referenced 102
times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school district superintendents.
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Summary
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. This
chapter presented 19 themes aligned to the central research question and four
subquestions. Coding from 10 interviews, 75 artifacts, and three observations yielded the
19 themes. Further analysis of the findings resulted in nine key findings to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organizations through conversation. The nine key findings generated greater than 20% of
the frequencies for conversational leadership and include creating trust, engaging others,
communicating with transparency, and creating meaningful opportunities to exchange
ideas, to name a few. Chapter V provides a final summary of this study to encapsulate
the major findings, unexpected findings, conclusions, implications for action,
recommendations for further research, and concluding remarks and reflections from the
researcher.
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CHAPTER V: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This phenomenological study was conducted to describe the lived experiences of
exemplary unified school district superintendents who lead their organizations through
conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of conversational
leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Data collected through
interviews, artifacts, and observations were analyzed and coded, resulting in 19
conversational leadership themes and nine key findings. Chapter V provides a final
summary of this study to encapsulate the major findings, unexpected findings,
conclusions, implications for action, recommendations for further research, and
concluding remarks and reflections from the researcher.
Purpose Statement and Research Questions
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. One
central research questions and four subquestions were identified to guide the focus of the
study on each element of conversational leadership. The central research question was,
“What are the behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to
lead their organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four
elements of conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality?” The research subquestions were:
1. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of intimacy?
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2. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of interactivity?
3. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of inclusion?
4. How do exemplary unified school district superintendents lead their organizations
through the conversational element of intentionality?
This phenomenological research study was composed of interviews with 10
exemplary unified school district superintendents in Southern California to gain an
understanding of their lived experiences associated with the four elements of
conversational leadership. NVivo software was utilized to facilitate data analysis and
coding of the 10 interviews. Seventy-five artifacts directly related to the conversational
elements and were coded for themes. In addition, 3 hours and 8 minutes of observation
aided the researcher to analyze supplementary data in support of the research questions.
Triangulation of data through the use of multimethod strategies enabled the researcher to
triangulate data using interviews, artifacts, and observation. The target population for
this study was 104 superintendents in Southern California unified school districts in six
counties that include Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, Santa Barbara,
and Ventura (see Table 3 in Chapter III).
Twelve doctoral peer researchers collaborated closely with four faculty chairs to
design this study on conversational leadership and to identify a study sample for 10
leaders within each peer researcher’s respective target population. The target populations
included elementary and unified school district superintendents, assistant superintendents
of educational services, and principals; community college presidents; regional directors
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of migrant education; chief nursing officers; municipal police chiefs and sheriffs;
nonprofit executive directors; and city managers. Each study participant was required to
exhibit at least four of the six characteristics identified by the peer research team as
criteria for determining an exemplary leader:
1. evidence of successful relationships with followers;
2. evidence of leading a successful organization;
3. a minimum of 5 years of experience in the profession;
4. articles, papers, or materials written, published, or presented at conferences or
association meetings;
5. recognition from peers; and
6. membership in professional associations in their field.
Major Findings
The purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Thorough
analysis of the four subquestions related to conversational leadership enabled the
researcher to answer the central research question. An extensive analysis of the data
produced 19 themes that are also presented in Chapter IV. From the 19 themes, nine key
findings are presented in this study and are identified based on generating greater than
20% of the frequencies for each conversational leadership element. There were nine
conversational leadership key findings that represented how exemplary unified school
district superintendents in this study lead their organizations using the four elements of

141

conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality, which
were based on interview, artifacts, and observational data of study participants.
Intimacy Key Findings
1. Superintendents create trust through honest and authentic conversations. This theme
represented 23% of the coded frequencies for the element of intimacy and was
referenced 95 times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school district
superintendents. Previous research has established when leaders are honest and
engage others in meaningful dialogue, organizational goals are more readily attained
through trusting relationships (Bowman, 2014; Glaser, 2014; Seidman, 2007).
2. Relationships are built by engaging others in conversation. This theme represented
36% of the coded frequencies for the element of intimacy and was referenced 153
times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school district superintendents.
When leaders create opportunities for others to share thoughts, ideas, and concerns,
interpersonal connections are formed and trust is fostered for individuals and groups
to depend on one another (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Interactivity Key Findings
3. Transparency in communication is important to positive interaction with followers.
This theme represented 25% of the coded frequencies for the element of interactivity
and was referenced 76 times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school
district superintendents. This aligns with the assertion that leaders who communicate
with transparency are able to share openly with a team in a manner to promote
cohesion (Glaser, 2014).
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4. Positive interaction with followers is built on two-way dialogue. This theme
represented 54% of the coded frequencies for the element of interactivity and was
referenced 162 times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school district
superintendents. Authors concur the exchange of ideas through dialogue and
emerging technologies foster conversational interactivity to respond to workplace
demands (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Kelleher & Miller, 2006).
Inclusion Key Findings
5. Solutions and feedback are elicited through two-way dialogue to meet shared
organizational goals. This theme represented 22% of the coded frequencies for the
element of inclusion and was referenced 90 times in different sources by nine
exemplary unified school district superintendents. This aligns with the literature
supporting dialogue that transpires through a back-and-forth process as part of an
organizational conversation (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Mazutis & Slawinski, 2008).
6. Meaningful engagement is attained through trust. This theme represented 41% of the
coded frequencies for the element of inclusion and was referenced 169 times in
different sources by six exemplary unified school district superintendents. This aligns
with the literature that confirmed that a leader adept at organizational conversation
can employ it as a means to develop employee trust, interactivity, and engagement
(Barge, 2014; Bowman, 2014).
Intentionality Key Findings
7. Intentional opportunities for engagement generate a meaningful exchange of ideas.
This theme represented 29% of the coded frequencies for the element of intentionality
and was referenced 114 times in different sources by nine exemplary unified school
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district superintendents. This aligns with Hurley and Brown’s (2010) claim that a
leader uses multiple rounds of conversation to bring about the sharing of ideas that
serves to create unanticipated or unexpected connections, the development of new
knowledge, and the creation of action opportunities.
8. Superintendents guide purpose-driven actions to support attainment of organizational
goals. This theme represented 29% of the coded frequencies for the element of
intentionality and was referenced 114 times in different sources by 10 exemplary
unified school district superintendents. This aligns with the assertion leaders guide
purpose-driven actions by determining and communicating goals to district staff “to
help the district achieve its mission and overall strategic goals” (Ascough, 2010, p. 3).
9. Intentional planning and preparation allow for the timely and targeted dissemination
of information through multiple communication venues. This theme represented 26%
of the coded frequencies for the element of intentionality and was referenced 102
times in different sources by 10 exemplary unified school district superintendents.
This aligns with the assertion that leaders can use a variety of methods to
communicate information to district staff such as via e-mails, memos, speeches, and
the Internet (Ascough, 2010), in addition to utilizing assessments based on responses
to communication to better target audiences using the medium that provides the best
access (Callan & Levinson, 2015; TP21CS, 2008).
Unexpected Findings
The study resulted in two unexpected findings. The theme of accessibility and
integrity promote trust within the element of interactivity and communicate a studentcentered agenda within the element of intentionality provided the lowest number of
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references in the interviews with the superintendents. Only four superintendents, 40% of
the study participants, referenced accessibility and integrity promote trust. In relation to
communicate a student-centered agenda, only two superintendents, 20% of the study
participants, referenced this theme.
The theme of accessibility and integrity promote trust was an unexpected finding
within the element of interactivity. Although this theme maintained the lowest number of
references for the element of interactivity, the literature supports that conversational
leaders recognize the need to extend their accessibility to everyone to accelerate
transformation everywhere, including in society and organizations (Nichols, 2012). The
literature also substantiates that leaders who emanate credibility in leadership can
establish trust (Becker & Wortmann, 2009).
The theme of communicate a student-centered agenda was an unexpected finding
within the element of intentionality. This theme provided the lowest number of
references for the element of intentionality and the lowest number of references among
the 10 themes in the study. It is the researcher’s belief that more superintendents would
have referenced the importance of intentionally considering students’ needs in
discussions and the decision-making process through the interviews. According to
Waters and Marzano (2006), district superintendents have been found to have a
“statistically significant relationship. . . between district leadership and student
achievement” (p. 3).
Conclusions
Qualitative data collected and analyzed in this phenomenological research study
yielded key findings and led to the identification of conclusions to describe the lived

145

experiences of exemplary unified school district superintendents who lead their
organizations through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Conclusion 1: Intimacy—Superintendents Who Engage Others in Honest and
Authentic Conversations Will Foster Effective Relationships
Based on the findings from the study, unified school district superintendents who
do not develop conversational leadership will struggle to forge authentic relationships
with others. Conversation leadership must be used as the vehicle to build close and
personal connections to others in the work environment to foster intimacy in
relationships. Intimacy in relationships represented 28% of the responses for the
conversational leadership theme, resulting in the conclusion that being accessible and
engaging others in conversation builds relationships. Developing authentic relationships
serves as the basis for establishing a team sense to seek solution-oriented actions.
Groysberg and Slind (2012a) emphasized the need for leaders to demonstrate
authentic leadership and authentic communication for conversational intimacy. This
enables employees to relate easily to the leader. In the organizational context, the leader
is seen for the person he or she is, irrelevant to title or position, engendering personal
connections that are authentic and close by “getting personal” and “getting real”
(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b, p. 30). Intimacy is the closeness between individuals that
enables them to be close in proximity, close through understanding one another, and able
to build trust through dialogue (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a). A leader’s effort to be
accessible to employees by having face time and remain closely connected to them at all
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levels of the organization was important to manage change and was found to build
relationships (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Data from interviews, artifacts, and observations provided additional support for
this conclusion:
1.

Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
made themselves accessible to stakeholders. By being visible at school, district, and
community events, they spent time with others to engage others in authentic
communication.

2. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
listened to others to best understand perspectives, needs, and to hear challenges, and
solutions.
3.

Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
demonstrated authenticity by being honest, open to others, and willing to share their
personal stories to build trust.

Conclusion 2: Interactivity—Superintendents Who Do Not Communicate With
Transparency and Engage Others in Two-Way Dialogue Will Not Inspire SolutionGenerating Ideas
Based on the findings from the study, the conversational theme of interactivity
had a frequency of 20% of the responses. Superintendents who are not accessible and
who do not communicate with transparency will have difficulties with effective
conversational leadership. Trust is foundational in relationships. In all interactions,
superintendents must exhibit integrity to inspire trust. Leaders who establish trusting
relationships are able to leverage collaboration and create multiple experiences and
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formats in which to engage others in two-way dialogue. Effectively engaging internal
and external stakeholders in a two-way dialogue motivates and inspires groupthink
capabilities to elicit solution-generating responses.
Conversational interactivity is a bilateral or multilateral exchange of remarks and
ideas, and in the organizational setting it is a dynamic process wherein leaders talk with
employees in lieu of only talking to them (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a; Patterson et al.,
2012). Relationships between individuals and groups are fostered through dialogue that
transpires through a back-and-forth process (Mazutis & Slawinski, 2008; Groysberg &
Slind, 2012a). Many studies reference conversation in organizations as a means of
developing employee trust, interactivity, and engagement (Barge, 2014; Bowman, 2014;
Glaser, 2014; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
Data from interviews, artifacts, and observations provided additional support for
this conclusion:
1. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
communicated with transparency by sharing information and ideas between groups
and by following through by providing timely updates on actions to various
stakeholder groups. Clear, open, and transparent information was communicated
through face-to-face interactions, e-mails, memorandums, social media posts,
newsletters, and agendas and minutes, among other avenues for communication.
2. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study were
willing to create two-way opportunities for dialogue to engage others in one-to-one,
small group, and large group public and private meetings to get to the heart of
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important matters that had an impact on working conditions and the work that needed
to take place.
3. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study were
accessible to others to promote trust by extending an open-door policy to support
those in need and encouraging organizational members to engage in meetings to share
concerns.
Conclusion 3: Inclusion—Superintendents Who Actively Engage Staff in
Development and Sharing of Organizational Goals Will Build Trust
Based on the findings from the study, unified school district superintendents
fostered inclusion by trusting members of the organization to have meaningful
engagement opportunities. When stakeholders engaged in conversational exchanges to
express needs or offer solutions, the superintendents actively listened to demonstrate that
the input of stakeholders was of value. The superintendents also trusted organizational
members to be spokespersons for the organization by sharing details about actions,
services, programs, plans, procedures, people, and budgets with others. To demonstrate
appreciation for the contributions of others who engaged in the organization,
superintendents cultivated inclusion by acknowledging the contributions of others
publicly, hosting events to honor them, and/or providing tokens of appreciation.
Inclusion represented 27% of the responses for the conversational leadership theme,
leading to the conclusion that superintendents who trust organizational members to
engage in purposeful ways are more successful at conversational leadership.
Inclusion is the commitment to the process of engaging members of the
organization to share ideas and participate in the development of the organization
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(Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley & Brown, 2010). The leader’s commitment to
include internal and external stakeholders in the organization sets a collegial tone for
conversation. When organizational leaders facilitate inclusive practices, employees have
opportunities to share content related to the corporate message and organizational
communication begins to shape the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012a, 2012b).
The goals and direction of an organization are embedded in stakeholder actions and
conversations through the element of inclusion (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley &
Brown, 2010).
Data from interviews, artifacts, and observations provided additional support for
this conclusion:
1. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
actively listened to the thoughts and ideas of others to demonstrate that their input
matters.
2. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
trusted members of the organization to have meaningful engagement and extended
multiple opportunities for stakeholders to provide thoughts, perspectives, insights,
and solutions.
3. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
valued, appreciated, and demonstrated support of others.
Conclusion 4: Intentionality—Superintendents Who Do Not Intentionally Plan and
Provide Purposeful Information Through Multiple Venues Will Fail to Align
Communication to Organizational Goals

150

Based on the findings from the study, the conversational leadership theme of
intentionality had a frequency of 25% of the responses. Superintendents are accountable
for implementing actions to support the attainment of organizational goals. As they
model intentional conversation, superintendents must take every occasion to create
meaningful opportunities to engage others in a two-way exchange of ideas. Information,
perspectives, and solutions that are generated from intentional, purposeful, bilateral and
multilateral dialogue should be shared through multiple venues and in a timely manner to
aid transparency so that all groups may access relevant details. Social media, faculty and
staff meetings, cabinet and administrative meetings, stakeholder sessions, services clubs,
and parent and student councils allow for the sharing of targeted information to further
organizational goals.
The team of thematic peer researchers defined intentionality as the clarity of
purpose that includes goals and direction to create order and meaning (Barge, 1985;
Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Men, 2012). Conversational intentionality serves as a
mechanism to direct conversation that is in alignment with strategic desired outcomes of
an organization with many voices adding to the conversation (Groysberg & Slind,
2012a). Groysberg and Slind (2012a) identified intentionality as a way for leaders to
facilitate employees’ convergence on a single company vision. This closely echoes the
framework focused on leaders’ conversations to generate, sustain, focus, and accomplish
change by viewing change as a conversation-based and communication-driven
phenomenon (Ford & Ford, 1995). Intentionality in conversations in the workplace is a
way to further purposeful dialogue around the organization’s mission to guide purposedriven actions.

151

1. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
created meaningful, intentional opportunities to include others in a two-way dialogue
by asking critical questions to seek ideas and by listening with the intent to
understand.
2. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
stated intentional expectations for the purpose of communication activities and guided
intentional purpose-driven actions to work toward the attainment of organizational
goals.
3. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
provided timely, targeted information by intentionally planning and preparing
communication to be shared while utilizing intentional communication venues to
disseminate information.
Conclusion 5: Intentionality—Superintendents Who do Not Lead Based on the Core
Values of Honesty and Integrity Will Not Develop Trust
Based on the findings from the study, unified school district superintendents who
do not intentionally exhibit the core values of honesty and integrity will not develop trust.
Superintendents must serve as positive role models for others by communicating honestly
with transparency and by demonstrating strong moral and ethical behavior. When the
leader is respected, others are moved to interact in meaningful ways. Superintendents
who develop trusting relationships are able to effectively and intentionally engage others
in a two-way dialogue to seek ideas and feedback, ask critical questions, listen to
understand, and move the work in the organization forward. Intentionality represented
25% of the responses for the conversational leadership theme, leading to the conclusion
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that superintendents who are principled, ethical leaders will develop trust. When trust is
lacking, meaningful actions do not come to fruition (Kouzes & Posner, 2006).
Data from interviews, artifacts, and observations provided additional support for
this conclusion:
1

Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
intentionally communicated with honesty and integrity.

2

Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
communicated their intentions honestly and with transparency.

3

Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
served as role models for others by demonstrating strong moral and ethical behavior
and communication.

Conclusion 6: All Four Conversational Leadership Elements are Important to Being
a Strong Conversational Leader
Based on the findings from the study, unified school district superintendents who
were considered exemplary in their field embodied all four elements of conversational
leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. The percentage of
frequencies between the highest and lowest element were within 8 percentage points for
the four conversational leadership elements, with interactivity at 20%, intentionality 25%,
inclusion 27%, and intimacy at 28%.
Data from interviews, artifacts, and observations provided additional support for
this conclusion:
1. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study lead
based on the core values of honesty and integrity to develop trust.
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2. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
engage others in honest and authentic conversations to foster effective relationships.
3. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
communicate with transparency and engage others in two-way dialogue to inspire
solution-generating ideas.
4. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
actively engage staff in development and sharing of organizational goals to build
trust.
5. Exemplary unified school district superintendents who participated in this study
intentionally plan and provide purposeful information through multiple venues to
align communication to organizational goals.
Implications for Action
The focus of this study was on the behaviors that exemplary unified school
district superintendents practice to lead in their organizations. The implications for
action stem from the key findings and conclusions. The implications for action are
provided to influence and improve the conversational leadership practices for teachers,
leaders, and learners in the educational field so that meaningful two-way dialogue
prevails in organizations to create personal connections between individuals and groups.
1. It is critical for all superintendents to be connected to a mentor or coach who can be
referred by a professional organization or a retired superintendent. The role of the
mentor would be to provide timely and critical feedback in a variety of professional
and social situations on the application of conversational leadership. A provision
must be included in the superintendent’s contract for the consultant services of a
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mentor or coach to serve as a confidant to discuss multiple perspectives on actions,
promote conversational leadership, and provide ongoing self-reflection opportunities
for the superintendent. The success of educational institutions is predicated on strong
leaders who engage individuals and teams in building systems of support to align
actions and resources to organizational goals.
2. School boards and districts must prioritize and commit funding to support ongoing
professional learning for superintendents to enable top leaders to hone conversational
leadership practices to foster relational trust with internal and external stakeholders.
Monies must be allocated to develop workshops that explicitly teach the
conversational leadership elements of intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality and be integrated into current leadership academy opportunities.
3. Superintendent search firms have a responsibility to match the skills and talents of
potential superintendents to the expectations of the board and the district community.
Search firms that endorse exemplary leaders must engage in site visitation and
discussions with references on how relationships have been developed over time.
Search firms must also conduct observations to ensure they are hiring the most
qualified and well-equipped leaders.
4. It is imperative for the Commission on Teacher Credentialing to identify the
conversation-based leadership content knowledge and the skills educational leaders
must be able to execute by including a standard on conversational leadership practices
for administrators. Related sample indicators and a rubric that address the
conversational leadership standards need to be added to the California Professional
Standards for Educational Leaders.
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5. A book should be authored by the thematic peer research team to provide guidance to
leaders across organizational contexts to support powerful and impactful
conversational leadership practices. The tools and techniques, coupled with case
studies on exemplary leaders, will stress why conversational leadership makes a
difference in progressive organizations and how to enact strategies for success.
6. New superintendents should conduct a professional communication audit and develop
a personal and organizational communication plan to establish a strategy to promote
effective engagement across the learning settings.
Recommendations for Further Research
Based on the findings of this study, additional research in the area of
conversational leadership is recommended in the following areas:
1. It is recommended that a mixed-methods study be conducted to identify and describe
conversational leadership skill differences between male and female superintendents.
2. The theme with the lowest number of frequencies in this study was intentionality,
which is described as ensuring clarity of purpose and goals. A future study is
recommended that employs mixed methods to identify practices that support
intentionality by surveying participants and conducting interviews to elicit
perspectives on lived experiences related to intentionality as part of conversational
leadership.
3. It is recommended that this study be replicated with a larger population across unified
school districts in California.
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4. It is recommended that a correlational study be conducted to identify correlations
between years of service as a superintendent and the level of practice of
conversational strategies.
5. It is recommended that a mixed-methods study be conducted to identify and describe
differences in the conversational leadership strategies of superintendents who have a
coach and those who do not.
6. It is recommended that a phenomenological study be conducted to understand and
describe the perceptions school board members have of the conversational leadership
skills superintendents use to support effective leadership in districts.
Concluding Remarks and Reflections
Undertaking this study was a meaningful, challenging, relevant, and insightful
learning experience. It required time, persistence, devotion, and a willingness to be open
to and learn from exemplary unified school district superintendents. I am grateful to have
gleaned effective conversational leadership strategies from them, individuals I consider
experts in the field, to apply in my daily life as teacher, leader, and learner. As a result of
this monumental learning opportunity, I have come to realize that I am finally completing
the dissertation, and yet, I fully understand that finishing the dissertation does not
complete me! My quest for learning coupled with my desire to build close, trusting, and
personal relationships with others is insatiable. My pursuit for serving as an ethical,
passionate, and solution-seeking leader drives me. My mission to acknowledge, include,
recognize, value, and support others inspires me. My journey to live a purpose-driven,
God-centered life brings me joy. The learning encapsulated within this spine and front
and back cover of this study is an important milestone in my educational journey; it is a
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reflection of my desire for self-discovery and passion for being the best conversationally
adept leader I can be.
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APPENDIX A
Field-Test Participant Feedback Questions
While conducting the interview you should take notes of their clarification request or
comments about not being clear about the question. After you complete the interview ask
your field-test interviewee the following clarifying questions. Try not to make it
another interview; just have a friendly conversation. Either script or record their
feedback so you can compare with the other two members of your team to develop your
feedback report on how to improve the interview questions.
Before the brief post interview discussion, give the interviewee a copy of the interview
protocol. If their answers imply that some kind of improvement is necessary, follow up
for specificity.
1. How did you feel about the interview? Do you think you had ample opportunities
to describe what you do as a leader when working with your team or staff?
2. Did you feel the amount of time for the interview was ok?
3. Were the questions by and large clear or were there places where you were
uncertain what was being asked? If the interview indicates some uncertainty, be
sure to find out where in the interview it occurred.
4. Can you recall any words or terms being asked about during the interview that
were confusing?
5. And finally, did I appear comfortable during the interview… (I’m pretty new at
this)?
Remember, the key is to use common, conversational language and very user-friendly
approach. Put that EI to workJ

NOTE: Red font is for your eyes and support info only
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APPENDIX B
Interview Feedback Reflection Questions
Conducting interviews is a learned skill set/experience. Gaining valuable insight about
your interview skills and affect with the interview will support your data gathering when
interviewing the actual participants. As the researcher you should reflect on the questions
below after completing the interview. You should also discuss the following reflection
questions with your ‘observer’ after completing the interview field-test. The questions
are written from your prospective as the interviewer. However, you can verbalize your
thoughts with the observer and they can add valuable insight from their observation.

1.

How long did the interview take? _____ Did the time seem to be appropriate?

2. How did you feel during the interview? Comfortable? Nervous?
3. Going into it, did you feel prepared to conduct the interview? Is there something
you could have done to be better prepared?
4. What parts of the interview went the most smoothly and why do you think that
was the case?
5. What parts of the interview seemed to struggle and why do you think that was the
case?
6. If you were to change any part of the interview, what would that part be and how
would you change it?
7. What suggestions do you have for improving the overall process?
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APPENDIX C
Thematic Interview Protocol Template
My name is Jacqueline Cardenas and I am the Assistant Superintendent of Educational
Services for the El Rancho Unified School District in Pico Rivera. I’m a doctoral
candidate at Brandman University in the area of Organizational Leadership. I’m a part of
a team conducting research to determine what strategies are used by exemplary leaders to
lead their organization through conversation. The four elements of conversation used in
this study are depicted by Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) framework of conversational
leadership, intimacy, interactivity, inclusion and intentionality. Conversation as used in
this research applies to the full range of patterns and processes by which information
circulates through an organization. It is all the ideas, images, and other forms of
organizational content that passes between leaders and all members of the organization
including personal, interpersonal, group and organization. This study is about what
behaviors you use to lead the organization through conversation.
Our team is conducting approximately 120 interviews with leaders like yourself. The
information you give, along with the others, hopefully will provide a clear picture of the
thoughts and behaviors that exemplary leaders use conversation to create quality in their
organizations and will add to the body of research currently available.
Incidentally, even though it appears a bit awkward, I will be reading most of what I say.
The reason for this to guarantee, as much as possible, that my interviews with all
participating exemplary leaders will be conducted pretty much in the same manner.
Informed Consent (required for Dissertation Research)
I would like to remind you any information that is obtained in connection to this study
will remain confidential. All of the data will be reported without reference to any
individual(s) or any institution(s). After I record and transcribe the data, I will send it to
you via electronic mail so that you can check to make sure that I have accurately captured
your thoughts and ideas.
Did you receive the Informed Consent and Brandman Bill of Rights I sent you via email? Do you have any questions or need clarification about either document?
We have scheduled an hour for the interview. At any point during the interview you may
ask that I skip a particular question or stop the interview altogether. For ease of our
discussion and accuracy I will record our conversation as indicated in the Informed
Consent.
Do you have any questions before we begin? Okay, let’s get started, and thank you so
much for your time.
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Interview Questions
Intimacy. The closeness, trust and familiarity created between people through shared
experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge (Schwarz, 2011; Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b; Glaser, 2014).
1. How do you create conversations that promote trust between you and the
members of your organization?
Optional probe: What would you identify as the most important factor in
establishing trust with your team members?
2. Research indicates that a leader can use personal stories that show vulnerability to
build trust and authenticity with members of their organization. Please share with
me an example of a time when you disclosed a personal story that showed your
vulnerability in an effort to build trust and authenticity with members of your
organization.
Optional probe: Tell me about the outcome from that disclosure.
3. Tell me about a time when you listened attentively to members of your
organization to engage them in honest and authentic conversations.
Optional probe: Tell me about the impact of that conversation on the members of
your organization.
Interactivity. Bilateral or multilateral exchange of comments and ideas; a back-and-forth
process (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
1. How do you engage members of your organization in conversations that are twoway exchanges of ideas and information about your organization?
Optional probe: What tools and institutional supports do you utilize to encourage
the process of this back-and-forth conversation?
2. How would you describe the strategies you use to cultivate a culture of open
dialogue?
Optional probe: What role does social technology (such as blogs, wikis, online
communities, twitter, social networks, web-enabled video chat, video sharing etc.)
play in supporting this culture of dialogue?
Optional probe: How do you deal with the unpredictable nature of conversation
within your organization?
3. Tell me about a time in which you effectively promoted conversation with
members of your organization that incorporated an exchange of ideas around a
difficult issue or topic.
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Optional probe: How do you provide the risk-free space that encourages people to
participate in the exchange of ideas?
Inclusion. The commitment to the process of engaging stakeholders to share ideas and
participate in the development of the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley &
Brown, 2010).
1. What conversational strategies do you find effective to ensure members of the
organization remain committed to and included in the organization’s goals and or
mission?
Optional probe: Why do you feel that these strategies encourage more
commitment to organizational goals?
2. What strategies do you use to encourage all members to become active
contributors and spokespersons for the organization?
Optional probe: What are the ways that you gauge the impact of members’
contributions?
3. Please share a story about a time when you allowed the members of your
organization to generate the content for an important message.
Optional probe: How did that work out for you and what was the impact?
Intentionality. Ensuring clarity of purpose that includes goals and direction to create
order and meaning (Barge, 1985; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Men, 2012).
1. Can you share some examples of when you used conversation to create clarity
around your organization’s purpose?
Optional probe: What do you think you did that created that clarity?
2. How do you use conversation to elicit feedback on the goals and direction of your
organization?
Optional probe: How have others responded to that?
3. What strategies do you use to give focus and direction to the organizations’
communication activities?
Optional probe: Why do you think that the strategies you use help to provide
focus?
“Thank you very much for your time. If you like, when the results of the research are
known, I will gladly send you a copy of the findings.”
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APPENDIX D
Conversational Leadership Interview Questions
Note: The interview is in 4 sections. Each section begins with the definition of a
particular element of Conversational Leadership and then proceeds to 3 related
interview questions.
Intimacy. The closeness, trust and familiarity created between people through shared
experiences, meaningful exchanges, and shared knowledge (Glaser, 2014; Groysberg &
Slind, 2012b; Schwarz, 2011).
1. How do you create conversations that promote trust between you and the
members of your organization?
2. Research indicates that a leader can use personal stories that show vulnerability to
build trust and authenticity with members of their organization. Please share with
me an example of a time when you disclosed a personal story that showed your
vulnerability in an effort to build trust and authenticity with members of your
organization.
3. Tell me about a time when you listened attentively to members of your
organization to engage them in honest and authentic conversations.
Interactivity. Bilateral or multilateral exchange of comments and ideas; a back-and-forth
process (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b).
1. How do you engage members of your organization in conversations that are twoway exchanges of ideas and information about your organization?
2. How would you describe the strategies you use to cultivate a culture of open
dialogue?
3. Tell me about a time in which you effectively promoted conversation with
members of your organization that incorporated an exchange of ideas around a
difficult issue or topic.
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Inclusion. The commitment to the process of engaging stakeholders to share ideas and
participate in the development of the organization (Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Hurley, T.
& Brown, J. 2010).
1. What conversational strategies do you find effective to ensure members of the
organization remain committed to and included in the organization’s goals and or
mission?
2. What strategies do you use to encourage all members to become active
contributors and spokespersons for the organization?
3. Please share a story about a time when you allowed the members of your
organization to generate the content for an important message.

Intentionality. Ensuring clarity of purpose that includes goals and direction to create
order and meaning (Barge, 1985; Groysberg & Slind, 2012b; Men, 2012).
1. Can you share some examples of when you used conversation to create clarity
around your organization’s purpose?
2. How do you use conversation to elicit feedback on the goals and direction of your
organization?
3. What strategies do you use to give focus and direction to the organizations’
communication activities?
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APPENDIX E
National Institutes of Health Certificate of Completion

Screen shot Certificate of Completion issued by the National Institutes of Health (NIH)
verifying certification in protecting human resource participants. Certificate submitted to
Brandman University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) on January 29, 2019. This
document certifies that Jacqueline A. Cardenas, doctoral candidate, successfully
completed the “Protecting Human Research Participants” training course.
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APPENDIX F
Follow-Up E-Mail Script
January, 2019
Dear Superintendent ________________,
I hope that this note finds you well. Recently I left you a voicemail regarding a study I
am conducting. As a doctoral student at Brandman University, I am conducting a study
on conversational leadership practices of exemplary unified school district
superintendents. Your name has been referred to me by __________________ as
someone fitting the criteria of exemplary. I would like to include your perceived
experiences of conversational leadership in my study. If you volunteer to participate, I
would like to schedule a time to observe you fulfilling your duties and to interview you,
preferably on the same day. Attached please find a formal invitation to participate in the
study and the interview questions, along with the definitions of the major variables in the
study. Please let me know if you would be willing to help contribute to this important
study. I can be reached at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or via e-mail at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx.
Sincerely,
Jacqueline A. Cardenas
Doctoral Candidate, Brandman University
Assistant Superintendent, Educational Services
El Rancho Unified School District
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APPENDIX G
Phone Script for Potential Participants
Hello Superintendent _________________,
This is Jacqueline Cardenas, assistant superintendent of Educational Services with the El
Rancho Unified School District in Pico Rivera. I am a doctoral student at Brandman
University, conducting a study on conversational leadership practices of exemplary
unified school district superintendents. Your name has been referred to me by
__________________ as someone fitting the criteria of exemplary. I would like to
include your perceived experiences of conversational leadership in my study. If you
volunteer to participate, I would want to schedule a time to observe you fulfilling your
duties and to interview you, preferably on the same day.
Read if participant answers the phone:
If you would be willing to participate, I will send you the interview questions, along with
the definitions of the major variables in the study. May I send you the questions and
schedule an interview?
Read if leaving a voicemail:
I will send you the interview questions via e-mail, along with the definitions of the major
variables in the study. Please let me know if you would be willing to contribute to this
important study. I can be reached at (xxx) xxx-xxxx to answer any questions you may
have. Thank you.
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APPENDIX H
Invitation to Participate

Invitation to Participate
Dear __________________________:
My name is Jacqueline Cardenas and I’m a doctoral candidate in the School of Education
at Brandman University, Irvine. I am a member of a dissertation team with 11 other
researchers. This letter serves as an invitation to participate in a research study.
PURPOSE: The purpose of this phenomenological research study is to describe the
behaviors that exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their
organizations through conversation using Groysberg & Slind’s (2012) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality. Results
of this study will be summarized in a doctoral dissertation.
PROCEDURES: If you choose to participate in this study, you will be invited to a oneon-one interview with me for approximately 60 minutes. Based on your schedule, we can
conduct this session face-to-face or through a web-based collaboration software. During
the interview, I will ask you 12 questions designed to allow you to share your experiences
as an exemplary superintendent. Your answers will contribute to each of the four study
variables identified in the purpose above: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and
intentionality. The interview will be audio-recorded for transcription purposes and will
remain confidential with me. I may also ask to observe you during a public or private
meeting. This observation will be at your discretion.
RISKS, INCONVENIENCES, and DISCOMFORTS: There are no major risks to your
participation in this research study. The interview and potential observation will be at a
time and place convenient to you.
POTENTIAL BENEFITS: There are no major benefits to you for participating.
However, you may benefit by contributing to the body of knowledge on how exemplary
leaders use conversation to lead. In addition to the personal satisfaction in contributing to
important research on leadership, you will have the opportunity to read the findings and
conclusions of the study. The findings and conclusions will allow you to gain insights
from other exemplary superintendents on how they use conversation to engage
employees and deliver the vision of their organization.
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ANONYMITY: If you agree to participate in this study, you can be assured that all
content shared with me will remain confidential. Your name will not be associated with
any notes, transcripts from the interview, or observations. All information will remain in
a locked file cabinet, accessible only to the researcher. No employer will have access to
the interview or other data collected through the research. You will be free to discontinue
the interview and withdraw from the study at any time. During the interview, you are
encouraged to ask questions to help you understand the process for research and/or how it
will impact you. Feel free to contact the principle investigator, Jacqueline Cardenas, at
xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx or by phone at (xxx) xxx-xxxx to answer any questions or concerns
you have. If you have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or your
rights as a participant, you may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of
Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine, CA
92618, (949) 341-7641.
Thank you again for your consideration,

Jacqueline A. Cardenas
Doctoral Candidate, Ed.D.
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APPENDIX I
Informed Consent and Audio Recording Release
INFORMATION ABOUT: The behaviors that exemplary leaders practice to lead their
organizations through conversation using the four elements of conversational leadership:
intimacy, interactivity, inclusion and intentionality.
RESPONSIBLE INVESTIGATOR: Jacqueline A. Cardenas
PURPOSE OF STUDY:
You are being asked to participate in a research study conducted by Jacqueline A.
Cardenas, a doctoral student from the School of Education at Brandman University. The
purpose of this phenomenological research study was to describe the behaviors that
exemplary unified school district superintendents practice to lead their organizations
through conversation using Groysberg and Slind’s (2012b) four elements of
conversational leadership: intimacy, interactivity, inclusion, and intentionality.
Your participation in this study is voluntary and will include an interview with the
identified student investigator. The one-to-one interview will take approximately 60
minutes to complete, in-person or electronically using a web-based collaboration
software and will be scheduled at a time and location of your convenience. The interview
questions will pertain to your perceptions and your responses will be confidential. Each
participant will have an identifying code and names will not be used in data analysis.
The results of this study will be used for scholarly purposes only.
I understand that:
a) The researcher will protect my confidentiality by keeping the identifying codes
and research materials safe-guarded in a locked file drawer or password
protected digital file to which the researcher will have sole access.
b) My participation in this research study is voluntary. I may decide not to
participate in the study and I can withdraw at any time. I can also decide not to
answer particular questions during the interview if I so choose. Also, the
Investigator may stop the study at any time.
c) I understand that the interview will be audio recorded. The recordings will be
available only to the researcher and the professional transcriptionist. The audio
recordings will be used to capture the interview dialogue and to ensure the
accuracy of the information collected during the interview. All information
will be identifier-redacted and my confidentiality will be maintained. Upon
completion of the study all recordings, transcripts and notes taken by the
researcher and transcriptionist from the interview will be destroyed.
d) If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to
contact Jacqueline Cardenas, xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx or by phone at (xxx) xxx-xxxx;
or Dr. Keith Larick (Committee Chair) at xxxxx@xxxxx.xxx.

193

e) No information that identifies me will be released without my separate consent
and all identifiable information will be protected to the limits allowed by law. If
the study design or the use of the data is to be changed, I will be so informed and
consent re-obtained. There are minimal risks associated with participating in
this research.
f) If I have any questions, comments, or concerns about the study or the informed
consent process, I may write or call the Office of the Vice Chancellor of
Academic Affairs, Brandman University, at 16355 Laguna Canyon Road, Irvine,
CA 92618, (949) 341-7641.
I acknowledge that I have received a copy of this form and the “Research Participant’s
Bill of Rights.” I have read the above and understand it and hereby consent to the
procedure(s) set forth.
Date:
Signature of Participant or Responsible Party
Date:
Signature of Principal Investigator
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APPENDIX J
Participant’s Bill of Rights

BRANDMAN UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD
Research Participant’s Bill of Rights
Any person who is requested to consent to participate as a subject in an experiment,
or who is requested to consent on behalf of another, has the following rights:
1.

To be told what the study is attempting to discover.

2. To be told what will happen in the study and whether any of the procedures,
drugs or devices are different from what would be used in standard practice.
3. To be told about the risks, side effects or discomforts of the things that may
happen to him/her.
4. To be told if he/she can expect any benefit from participating and, if so, what the
benefits might be.
5. To be told what other choices he/she has and how they may be better or worse
than being in the study.
6.

To be allowed to ask any questions concerning the study both before agreeing to
be involved and during the course of the study.

7.

To be told what sort of medical treatment is available if any complications arise.

8. To refuse to participate at all before or after the study is started without any
adverse effects.
9. To receive a copy of the signed and dated consent form.
10. To be free of pressures when considering whether he/she wishes to agree to
be in the study.
If at any time you have questions regarding a research study, you should ask the
researchers to answer them. You also may contact the Brandman University
Institutional Review Board, which is concerned with the protection of volunteers in
research projects. The Brandman University Institutional Review Board may be
contacted either by telephoning the Office of Academic Affairs at (949) 341-9937 or by
writing to the Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, Brandman University, 16355 Laguna
Canyon Road, Irvine, CA, 92618.

Brandman University IRB

Adopted
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